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Mexico's Informal Sector under Structural
Adjustment:
A Gender and Class Analysis
This thesis examines, within the theoretical framework 
of socialist feminism, Mexico's informal sector under 
Structural Adjustment. Upon the implementation of the neo­
liberal economic restructuring program, Mexico shifted its 
orientation in economic development from state intervention 
to a free market approach based on the liberalization of 
trade and treatment of foreign investment, deregulation, and 
the privatization of state enterprises. This transformation 
has resulted in massive layoffs, the drastic decrease of real 
wages, price increases and the cutback of public services and 
subsidies. These have in turn created material conditions 
which prompted many Mexicans to enter the informal sector to 
find or create employment.
It is in this context that the thesis conducts a gender 
and class analysis of the growth and changes of the informal 
sector, utilizing the existing statistical information in the 
literature. Two factors which contribute to the recent 
exponential increase of informal employment are highlighted: 
the downward movement of male proletarians from the formal to 
the informal sector; and the mobilization by households of a 
potential or reserve supply of female labour as part of their 
survival strategies. The thesis also investigates the 
growing precariousness and disparity among informal workers.
The thesis then examines the recent feminization of 
informal employment under the adjustment programs. Exploring 
the reasons why this has been occurring, the thesis reveals 
the interplay of gender and class which maintains cheap and 
flexible female labour. It argues that Mexico's restructuring 
has been facilitated by the informal proletarianization of 
women. In this context, however, the examination of "women's 
work" goes beyond their remunerated activities to their 
unremunerated domestic work. The thesis then concludes that 
the recent informal sector phenomenon under the adjustment 
programs have had particularly negative implications for 
women workers.




1. Posing the Problem
As a result of the economic crisis, Structural 
Adjustment Programs (SAPs) have been implemented in most 
developing countries since the early 1980s. Designed by neo­
liberal economists of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
and the World Bank, SAPs are intended to ensure the capacity 
of these countries to serve debts by drastically 
restructuring their economies. Mexico, which has the second 
largest debt in terms of absolute volume in Latin America, 
has been under this austerity program since 1983 (Beneria, 
1991). As in other parts of Latin America and elsewhere in 
the world, Structural Adjustment has resulted in severe costs 
for a large segment of the Mexican people while it has not 
led the economy to an projected "recovery of growth." It has
been said that a disproportionate percentage of these costs 
are borne by the poor, particularly poor women, who through 
working in the informal sector try to ensure their family's 
survival.1
With the implementation of the adjustment program, the 
Mexican informal economic sector has grown exponentially as 
many Mexicans entered this sector to find and create 
employment. For most of them, this is the only way to 
generate much needed money given their low level of education 
and skills. Moreover, the informal sector has absorbed 
labour which has been pushed out of the formal sector that 
has significantly decreased its employment and its wages 
under the restructuring. In this context, many researchers 
have observed the growth of the informal sector as a 
reflection of survival strategies exercised by the Mexicans. 
Nevertheless, this phenomenon has been accompanied by the 
increasing féminisation of and widening disparity among 
workers in the sector; and this is precisely where the 
problem is posed in this thesis. Exploring why and how these 
have been occurring, the thesis revolves around the statement 
that the impact of Mexico's restructuring on the informal 
sector has had class and gender dimensions entailing
 ̂UN agencies and other international organizations have conducted 
extensive studies on poor women and their survival strategies under 
Structural Adjustment. Among them are Engendering Adjustment for the 
1990st report of Commonwealth Expert groups on women and Structural 
Adjustment, the invisible Adjustment* poor Women and the Economic Crisis 
by UNICEF, and Toward Social Adjustment* Labour Market Concerns in 
Structural Adjustment by ILO
particularly negative implications for women workers in the 
sector.
2.Scope
These phenomena have been noticeable in virtually every 
developing country as well as in some developed countries 
(Castells and Portes, 1989), but this thesis specifically 
examines Mexico. This is, in part, due to the availability 
of literature and statistics. However, the significance of 
this scope lies in the fact that Mexico was until December 
1994 viewed by the international financial institutions as a 
model country as it carefully followed their prescription for 
escaping its economic crisis— Structural Adjustment.
Since 1983, Mexico's economic development strategy has 
been drastically changed from import substitution to export 
promotion. More importantly, however, it has shifted from 
state intervention to a market-oriented approach which is 
based on the liberalization of trade and treatment of foreign 
investment, deregulation, and the privatization of state 
enterprises. It is important to examine how most people of 
this "model" country have suffered, while a handful of others 
have benefited from changes brought about by these neo­
liberal economic policies. Moreover, the literature on the 
informal sector is particularly rich concerning the urban 
areas of Mexico, and this thesis utilized the data collected 
largely in such metropolitan cities as Mexico City,
Guadalajara, and Monterrey. Nonetheless, it should not be 
assumed that the phenomenon of the informal sector is 
exclusively urban. As I will later discuss in detail, the 
highest percentage of informality was reported for non- 
metropolitan cities, and it is suggested that informal 
employment is more characteristic of smaller urban places 
than of largest urban centers (Roberts, 1991). Also, it is 
pointed out that rural outworking— a form of informal sector 
work— was common particularly in areas where male migration 
and poor agricultural resources created an abundant local 
supply of labour eager to supplement household income 
(Arizpe, 1977; 1987). Thus, this thesis does not limit its 
examination of informal employment to the metropolitan urban 
centres.
3. Purpose of the thesis
The purpose of this thesis research is to examine the 
implications of Structural Adjustment for a gendered class 
relations in the informal sector in Mexico and to demonstrate 
that these implications are particularly negative for women 
workers. To this purpose, the thesis has three objectives. 
First, it is to demonstrate and examine the recent growth in 
informal sector employment, and widening class disparity 
within the sector and the feminization of its labour force. 
The second objective is to analyze the above phenomena in 
relation to the formal sector, Mexico's overall national
economy and the global economy. The last objective is to 
analyze the gender and class dynamics of these phenomena.
These objectives are not mutually exclusive. In fact, 
they are all treated in an integrated manner. The thesis 
explores the economic conditions that have been created by 
the adjustment programs to cause the recent growth of 
Mexico's informal economic sector and its relation to the 
formal sector and wider economies. It is argued that these 
conditions are based on class and gender. Fulfilling these 
objectives are important for the reason below.
Since the early 1970s the informal sector has been 
studied by many researchers. Many of these studies, however, 
treat this sector in relation to its formal counterpart, not 
in relation to wider economies. Feminists have also examined 
this sector and pointed out that women are overrepresented in 
this sector and concentrated in the most precarious and 
lowest paid jobs (Antrobus, 1992; Moser and Young, 1981; 
Moser, 1978). The heterogeneity of the informal sector has 
also been studied by some researchers. In this context, 
however, heterogeneity means various types of jobs which 
existed and are created (Tokman, 1987, 1989; Roberts, 1991) 
but it does not refer to different classes and class 
relations in the sector. As mentioned earlier, there have 
been a volume of studies on the informal sector in the 
context of the household survival strategies under the 
economic crisis (Beneria, 1991, 1992; Chant, 1991, 1993; 
Cornia, 1987). Also, since the late 1980s there has been
growing concern about the impact of deregulation on the 
labour market both ir t- e formal and informal sector. These 
studies, largely conducted by the International Labour 
Organization and the Economic Commission for Latin America 
and the Caribbean, overlook the class and gender dimensions 
of the issue. Indeed, very few studies deal with such 
factors as class and gender in a systematic fashion to 
constitute and disclose the complex dynamics of development 
within the informal sector. Although this thesis does not 
provide new statistical data, it does reexamine existing data 
in order to provide a new perspective on the problem.
4.Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
To achieve the aforementioned objectives, the thesis 
needs a conceptual framework which clearly defines "gender" 
and "class." It also has to clearly question not only 
Structural Adjustment programs per se but also the current 
capitalist system as a whole. Not all theoretical approaches 
of feminists problematize the relationships between the 
present economic systems and the subordination of women. 
Liberal and radical feminists in particular tend to overlook 
class inequalities caused by the production system. On the 
other hand, those who subscribe to traditional Marxist 
concepts on gender inequalities or "the woman question" tend 
to focus only on the material basis of women's oppression and 
to disregard ideological aspects of the social construction
of gender. As Beneria and Roldan note, the Marxist concepts 
alone point toward economic reductionism, and results in the 
subsumption of gender hierarchies under class inequalities.
The recent effort to explain women's subordination as 
the result of the interplay of class and gender has come from 
the socialist feminist approach. This approach, originally 
drawn from traditional Marxism and radical feminism, views 
the oppression of women resulting from two semi-autonomous 
systems— patriarchy and capitalism— which are interconnected 
and mutually reinforcing.
This thesis discusses and analyzes Mexico's informal 
sector under Structural Adjustment within the framework of 
socialist feminism. Part of Chapter Two is devoted to setting 
out of this conceptual/theoretical framework in detail. This 
is accompanied by the critique of other theoretical 
approaches (the liberal, the radical and the Marxist 
approaches). In this context, l also acknowledge a major 
challenge in utilizing the socialist feminist framework; that 
is, the difficulty of studying the interplay between 
capitalism and patriarchy as systems without falling into 
dualistic analysis.
Among the feminists of this school, there is increasing 
recognition that gendered class analysis must incorporate 
such factors as ethnicity and race. Although I do 
acknowledge and emphasize the importance of this exercise, my 
analytical focus is limited to class and gender. The reason 
for this lies in my research methods which exclusively rely
on secondary data and case studies. Virtually no studies on 
the informal sector in Mexico, which are available for this 
thesis, examine race and ethnicity as analytical factors or 
variables. While the problems concerning race and ethnicity 
unquestionably exist in various forms in the Mexican society, 
at the official level the country is considered mestizo 
(Rudolph, 1985), which has perhaps influenced official data
collection.2
5. Research Methods
My research methods are limited to the secondary data 
sources and do not include any field research. The thesis is 
based on an extensive literature review and analysis, 
secondary data and case studies. Alternative sources of data 
are checked out and statistical data are attached in order to 
demonstrate and substantiate my arguments. When appropriate, 
the source and collection methods of these data are detailed 
in the footnotes.
6> Structure of the thesis
As mentioned earlier this thesis revolves around the 
statement that the impact of Mexico's restructuring on the
2 It would be also interesting to investigate what Mexicans, at the 
subjective level, identify themselves with in terms of ethnicity and 
race. The definition of a race or an ethnicity is particularly 
difficult to set out which makes it more difficult to disaggregate data 
by race and ethnicity. This would be an interesting future subject and 
yet is well beyond the scope of this thesis.
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informal sector has class and gender dimensions, entailing 
particularly negative implications for female workers in the 
sector. The arguments to support this statement are 
structured as follows:
Chapter Two is the discussion of conceptual/theoretical 
framework. It first reviews critically the literature on the 
informal sector. Its purpose is to outline the theoretical 
and policy issues around which the literature has developed 
since the early 1970s. The chapter then examines more 
specifically the issues raised in the feminist literature and 
critiques various feminist approaches to women in informal 
sector. It concludes that socialist feminism should be used 
as the theoretical framework for this thesis and defines 
clearly the concept of class and gender.
Chapter Three provides a political, economic and social 
context for my later analysis of the recent evolution of 
Mexico's informal sector. The implementation of neo-liberal 
Structural Adjustment programs in Mexico is outlined in 
detail as the context in which the conditions have been 
created for the growth and changes of the informal sector.
To this purpose, however, the chapter takes a historical 
approach through providing an overview of Mexico's economic 
development since the Revolution. Special attention is given 
to the shift in Mexico's orientation in development from 
state intervention to free market, and also to the impact of 
this change on the social structure of Mexico.
Chapter Four examines the recent growth and changes of 
Mexico's informal sector under the adjustment programs. 
Various statistical data are used to examine changes in the 
compositions of this sector which are largely related to the 
restructuring in the formal sector. The chapter demonstrates 
that within this sector both heterogeneity and disparity 
increased, and I argue that as a result there is an increase 
in precariousness in employment for the majority of its 
workers.
Chapter Five examines the implication of the above 
phenomenon for women in Mexico's informal sector. In light of 
the recent increase in female employment in both the informal 
and formal sectors and the decrease in the size and power of 
formal male employment (the feminization of the labour 
force), I discuss and analyze the impact of Structural 
Adjustment with much focus on gender and class. My approach 
in this chapter goes beyond women's remunerated economic work 
to their unremunerated domestic work. Upon examining the 
totality of working women's work, I then conclude the recent 





This chapter critically reviews the literature on the 
informal sector. The purpose is to outline the theoretical 
and policy issues around which the literature has developed 
since the early 1970's. Special attention is given to the 
changes that have occurred in these issues since the 
implementation of Structural Adjustment programs. The 
chapter will then examine more specifically the issues 
raised in the feminist literature on women in the informal 
sector, and set out the conceptual framework for this thesis 
which includes a definition of class and gender.
In any review of the literature a fundamental 
divergence in orientation emerges among theories and 
policies, and it is important to identify the political 
dimensions of the informal sector issues. As Caroline Moser 
notes, in reality development theory and policy proposals
11
take place not in a vacuum but within the orientations of 
particular political and ideological frameworks and to 
varying degrees for the benefit of particular groups and 
class interests. In other words, the analytical tools used 
in policy formation are not value free, and include some 
ideological bases (Moser, 1978),
Much of the discussion concerning the informal sector 
is ultimately related to a political controversy over 
differences as to what "development" should imply for the 
Third World. The question concerns whatever type of society 
the transition from the present underdeveloped structure 
should lead to or how it should be accomplished— by reform 
or radical change. More importantly, one should ask who can 
be expected to implement, and to benefit from, the overall 
development strategy.
Within the capitalist paradigm, the problems of 
developing countries such as poverty and unemployment, are 
perceived as a consequence of economic structural imbalance 
which can be overcome within the existing social, economic 
and political framework (Moser, 1978). Gradual but 
continuous effort to ameliorate the situation and improve 
the distribution of resources is considered to gradually 
evolve into structural transformation. According to the 
structuralist school, this effort should be actively 
facilitated through the intervention of the state based on a 
planned strategy of economic growth. On the other hand, the 
neo-liberal school essentially believes that the allocation
12
of resources and any economic activities should be freed 
from constitutional, legal, and administrative constraints 
as long as they are consistent with the maintenance of a 
stable society and market place (Hunt, 1989).
The opposing view to this comes from the political 
economy paradigm. It believes that the poverty and 
unemployment cannot be alleviated within the existing 
capitalist social formulation, and that the basic 
distribution of assets must be radically changed in order 
for any significant improvement to occur (Moser, 1978). In 
this view, the current conditions of the poor in the Third 
World are not analyzed merely in terms of material 
deprivation but also in terms of subordination, oppression 
and exploitation. It is pertinent to recognize the above 
paradigms within which the issues of the informal sector 
have been raised in the literature. Also, related to this 
subject are the more general issues of employment and 
poverty in the Third World.
The term, "informal sector" was first used by Keith 
Hard in his 1971 study of urban economic activities in 
Ghana. The International Labour Office, however, officially 
picked up this term for its survey of employment in Kenya. 
Since then, it has been widely used with much credibility in 
the literature of development economics (Bromley, 1978; 
Lubell, 1991). The same ILO study sets out the technical 
characteristics of this sector as a large number of small-
13
scale production and service activities that are 
individually or family owned. Also, these activities 
utilize labour-intensive and simple technology. Most 
workers in this sector have little formal education or 
skills, and lack capital resources (ILO, 1972). As a 
result, workers' productivity and income tend to be lower in 
the informal sector than in the formal sector. Furthermore, 
in terms of job security, decent working conditions, old-age 
pensions and labour union memberships, informal sector 
workers do not enjoy the measures of protection that are 
usually afforded by their formal counterparts (Todaro, 1989; 
Lubell, 1991). Many workers entering this sector are not 
able to find employment in the formal sector. Relying on 
their own resources to create work, their motivation is 
usually to obtain sufficient income for survival purposes 
rather than for profits. Finally, the informal sector is 
largely unregulated and often illegal, which implies that 
its workers are vulnerable to exploitation, manipulation and 
harassment (ILO, 1972; Bonilla, 1990; Lubell, 1991).
Although the ILO definition of the informal sector is 
widely used, the characteristics of this sector in 
identifying certain informal activities and workers vary.
The alteration of these characteristics and the emphasis 
given to some of them are quite significant in the 
ILO/PREALC study on the informal sector in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. It uses two types of criteria: the type of 
work and income. What it defines as informal labour
14
includes domestic servants, casual workers, own-accounting 
workers and persons working in enterprises of less than five 
workers. The income criterion defines informal workers as 
those who earn less than the legal minimum wage which varies 
from country to country. Other studies in the region stress 
the illegal nature of certain economic activities in 
identifying informality. However, in this context, illegal 
activities are those which do not comply with regulations 
concerning fiscal, employment and health largely due to the 
flawed tax system and the ineffective enforcement of 
regulations (Lubell, 1991).
This classification of Third World economies as either 
formal or as informal has received a great deal of 
criticism. First, the arbitrariness of the identified 
characteristics of the informal sector has been 
problematized by many authors (Bromley, 1978; Moser, 1978; 
Connolly, 1985). Some authors even question the usefulness 
of this dualistic concept. Ray Bromley, for example, points 
out that there is a great lack of clarity as to what else 
exists besides the informal and the formal sector. This 
two-sector division, according to him, is complemented by 
other categories such as the state sector and the rural 
sector. Most of the studies which utilize a informal-formal 
classification fail to clarify what the other components of 
the total national system actually are (Bromley, 1978). It 
is also interesting that there is a lack of clarity as to 
what constitutes the formal sector. It is widely assumed
15
that what is not informal will be formal. Although the 
definition of the formal sector has never been discussed, it 
is another weakness in this dualistic conceptualization of 
the developing economy.
Also, as Priscilla Connolly points out, this 
classification is likely to cause some misconceptions about 
the sectors as separated from each other (Connolly, 1985). 
Moser is particularly concerned that the essentially 
dependent and involutionary nature of the informal sector is 
hidden under this false dualistic classification. She thus 
suggested more satisfactory alternatives which were based on 
petty commodity production in order to stress its 
subordinate relationship to the capitalist sector (Moser, 
1978). In fact, the relationship between the informal and 
formal sectors has been the subject of intense debate in 
Latin America, carrying a great deal of political baggage.
Up until the 1980s, many economists (particularly within the 
capitalist paradigm) viewed the emergence of the informal 
sector as a relatively benign phenomenon that would 
gradually correct itself as the country moves on to higher 
levels of economic development (Roberts, 1991). This may 
remind one of the modernization approach that was dominant 
before the 1980's. This approach sees economic development 
as a transition from "traditional" (synonymous with 
informal) to "modern" (formal). Others, on the other hand, 
believed that the informal sector was a structural component 
of the type of development-dependent development-experienced
16
by Latin American countries, and that the informal sector 
was thus closely linked to the formal sector (Bonilla,
1990). Such authors as Victor Tokman (1989) and Ayala and 
Rey Maruland (1979) note that in Latin America the informal 
sector is subordinate to the formal sector. The study of 
Beneria and Roldan (1987) theorizes that part of the 
informal sector is the direct consequence of a strategy by 
the formal sector to reduce production costs—particularly 
labour costs. This indicates the clearly exploitative 
relationship of the informal sector to the formal sector and 
more specifically to the capital.
Whether or not the informal-formal relationship is 
essentially exploitative, it is now generally agreed that 
these two sectors are connected and interlinked (Brydon and 
Chant, 1989). Some authors view them as a continuum with 
complex linkages and dependent relationships. (Moser, 1978) 
Tokman (1978) notes that the informal sector should neither 
be seen as a completely integrated nor as an autonomous 
sector, but rather as one with significant links to the rest 
of the economy, while simultaneously it also presents a 
considerable degree of self-containment (Also see Cornia, 
1986).
Nonetheless, it should be noted that this relationship 
between the two sectors is not static and has perhaps 
changed significantly in the course of a 25-year-old debate. 
The formal sector does depend on the informal sector for 
cheap inputs and wage goods for its workers, and in turn the
17
informal sector depends on the growth of the formal sector 
for a good portion of its income and clientele. Thus, it is 
more appropriate to describe this relationship as 
interdependentj however, this interdependence is 
characterized by a clear hierarchy with much of the informal 
sector in the subordinate position. As Beneria and Roldan 
argue, the informal sector subsidizes the formal sector by 
providing the latter with raw materials, basic commodities 
and its labour at artificially low prices that are 
maintained through the formal sector's economic power and 
legitimacy by the government (Beneria and Roldan, 1986).
This thesis particularly focuses on the hierarchical 
interdependence between the two sectors and argues that it 
has increased in the recent years as a result of the 
adjustment program. This has perhaps undermined the self- 
contained parts of the informal sector. In any case, it is 
necessary to examine the informal sector in relation not 
only to the formal sector but also to the operations of 
capital. Having noted this, I will continue to use the terms 
and notion of these two economic sectors. Despite the 
limits that these dualistic terms have, they are still 
useful in understanding the lives of working poor who depend 
for their survival on this precarious economic sector.
Before the recession worsened in the early 1980's many 
economists assumed that the informal sector would disappear 
or become formalized when the national economy becomes more
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developed. In Mexico, there was a slight decline in the 
percentage of the total labour engaging in informal sector 
activities (Roberts, 1991, also see Chapter Four in this 
thesis). The major issues in the structuralist literature 
were the labour status, these workers, their relatively 
adverse working conditions and low wages. Through the 
improvement of these conditions, the formalization of the 
informal sector was believed to be facilitated. The 
International Labour Office published a number of studies on 
these subjects, but as the labour rights seemed to be 
expanding worldwide in the 1970's it took on a rather 
optimistic outlook. More critical researchers have, 
however, linked the issue of the informal sector to rapid 
urbanization, high unemployment, and uneven 
industrialization. Referring specifically to the cases of 
Mexico, Lourdes Arizpe suggests that the informal sector is 
the result of the formal sector's inability to absorb the 
displaced agricultural work force because of the special 
nature of industrialization of the country (Arizpe, 1977). 
Similarly, Bryan Roberts maintains that within the context 
of rapid urbanization and industrialization, Mexico's 
informal sector serves to complement the formal sector in 
helping households obtain an adequate income. He also views 
the existence of this sector as resulting from the absence 
of state welfarism (Roberts, 1991).
As the prolonged recession and the implementation of 
Structural Adjustment have severely affected the majority of
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the population, there has been considerable interest in the 
role of the informal sector as producer of goods and 
services, as a sponge for absorbing the otherwise 
unemployed, and as a contributor to the alleviation of 
poverty. The contribution made by this sector to the 
overall economy was recognized and discussed even in the 
1970's, but until recently it has never gained such a wide 
recognition from the World Bank and the Inter American 
Development Bank. In the wake of the economic crisis and 
the adjustment programs, the role of the informal sector has 
been considered particularly positive. As Giovanni Cornia 
and others argue that in spite of the general contraction of 
the economy some parts of the informal sector may be 
relatively unaffected and still able to generate income, 
jobs and outputs particularly for the local markets. They 
stress the importance of helping the survival strategies of 
poor people through promoting this section of the sector 
(Cornia, 1986).
While this view seems unrealistically optimistic, the 
promotion of this sector has received considerable support 
from the schools of neo-liberalism and structuralism. 
However, these schools argue for the promotion of the 
informal sector for different reasons. The neo-liberal 
school which gained political ascendancy in the early 1980's 
sees assisting this sector (particularly small 
entrepreneurs) as a way to stimulate the markets. They 
argue that the recent growth of the sector reflects the
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avoidance of the state regulations by informal sector 
workers and that in fact these regulations and laws are 
obstacles to the development of businesses in this sector. 
Therefore, their informal sector promotion takes the form of 
deregulation which has been well-touted in the adjustment 
policies. On the other hand, the structuralists, 
particularly those who associate with the United Nations 
agencies, link the promotion of this sector to poverty 
alleviation and the mitigation of the negative effects of 
the adjustment programs. They argue that the assistance of 
this sector must be accompanied by state regulations to 
ensure the social and human aspects of the sector's 
development. The International Labour office is 
increasingly concerned about the erosion of labour rights 
and working conditions in this sector as the trend points 
more towards the minimizing of the role of the state in 
overall economic development.
The above theoretical and policy issues have also been 
critically reviewed in the context of recent capitalist 
development. For one thing, the study of the informal 
sector should be conducted within a wider analytical 
framework. Examining this sector in relation to its formal 
counterpart reveals only a small part of the picture. Given 
the current globalization of Third World economies, we need 
to examine how their informal sectors are connected, rather 
directly, to the international capital. This is 
particularly relevant to the countries which more actively
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than ever pursue the export-led development strategies. As 
Maria P. Fernandez-Kelly notes, in Mexico's border region 
the informal sector has been an integral part of export 
production (Fernandez-Kelly, 1983). Also, the study of 
Beneria and Roldan suggests that outworkers in Mexico city 
are catering to giant firms including multinationals which 
manufacture goods primarily for export (Beneria and Roldan, 
1986).
Secondly, the promotion of this sector through 
assisting small-scale enterprises will by no means help the 
majority of workers who do not have means of production. 
There are essential limits to what the provision of credit 
to a small group of "entrepreneurs" can do to improve the 
conditions of this sector as a whole. In this context, 
Tokman stresses the importance of examining the 
heterogeneity of informal-sector workers and activities in 
which they are engaged, but it is also imperative to find 
out their locations in the production process and their 
relationship to capital; in other words, their class.
Thirdly, we need to closely examine the recent growth 
of the informal sector in terms of not only the reasons 
behind it, but also its nature. As some researchers observe 
in their studies, the recent exponential growth of this 
sector is due to a significant increase in female and young 
male workers (Gonzalez de la Rocha, 1988; Murphy and 
Shelby,1985). If the policies concerning this sector are 
targeted explicitly and implicitly at "traditional male
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workers," they will not have any effect on the improvement 
of the current conditions experienced by these "non- 
traditional workers." Also, the implication of these 
policies as well as of the phenomenon itself can be 
particularly negative for them. Bearing this in mind, this 
chapter will now turn to the feminist literature on this 
subject.
In the recent feminist literature, the informal 
sector has received a great deal of attention along with the 
issue of the household. These two issues are treated as 
particularly pertinent to the understanding of the lives of 
poor working women, and are examined closely in the context 
of survival strategies. Survival strategies here refer to a 
variety of adaptations that low-income households make in 
order to cope with economic hardships. In response to the 
negative effects of SAPs— reduction in real wages, the 
elimination of government subsidies and public services, 
price increases and unemployment— people attempt to make the 
optimal use of reduced resources within the household and to 
generate cash to supplement decreased family income 
(Chant,1991). Many studies have confirmed that under 
Structural Adjustment the labour force participation of 
women has increased despite the fact that in most countries 
the prevailing gender ideology discourages them from working 
outside their home (Moser, 1989; Bonilla, 1990; Beneria, 
1992; Antrobus, 1992). For example, in Guadalajara, Mexico,
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a longitudinal study of 100 households by Mercedes Gonzales 
de la Rocha shows that urban women of age 15 or older 
increased their labour force participation by 25.4 percent 
during the period of 1982-1985, while men aged 15 or older 
increased their participation only by 10.5 percent (Gonzalez 
de la Rocha, 1988). Given the fact that poor women tend to 
have limited education and vocational skills, the only jobs 
available to them are found in the informal sector; which 
is, as noted above, characterized by low wages and the 
instability of work (Beneria and Roldan, 1987; Ward, 1990).
The recent increase in female employment in the sector 
is also examined in terms of its effects on household gender 
relations. Christina Gladwin suggests that women's 
increased economic contributions under Structural Adjustment 
has had a rather positive impact on their status and 
relationships with men (Gladwin, 1993). Like Gladwin, many 
feminists assume that women's engagement in wage work is 
essentially positive for their status in the family and in 
the wider society. Women's autonomy and power can be, to a 
large degree, brought about through their economic 
contribution alone. Similarly, Peggy Antrobus notes that as 
women's economic contribution to the family became more 
important relative to men's, more women resisted male 
dominance in the household and struggle for greater power 
over the budget, a greater share in household decisions and 
control over their fertility (Antrobus, 1992). On the other 
hand, it is also reported that since the economic crisis and
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structural Adjustment, domestic violence has increased.
This points out that women's increased economic contribution 
is not easily translated into an increase in their power and 
autonomy (Ward, 1990). At least in the short term, it seems 
more likely to create or intensify gender conflicts within 
the household.
To summarize, the feminist literature on women in the 
informal sector highlights the following questions: first, 
why is it that in many developing countries women workers 
are disproportionately represented in the informal sector, 
and that even in this sector, women, particularly poor 
married women, are found in certain types of employment? 
Secondly, what effect does women's wage work have on their 
status in the family and in the wider society? Researchers 
who operate within the capitalist paradigm attribute these 
issues to the fact that women do not have access to 
resources such as credit and skill training. Therefore, 
they conclude that women end up at very precarious levels of 
employment (Goodale, 1989; Bonilla, 1991; World Bank,
1994).
As to the question of why women are denied access to 
these resources in the first place, they invariably point 
out gender inequality which largely stems from the 
traditional cultures of the developing countries. 
Nonetheless, upon the establishment of the Women in 
Development school, this gender inequality was also
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identified in the Western style practice of development.^
The Women in Development school has its roots in 
liberalism which believes in the inherent viability and 
goodness of the dominant politico-economic and ideological 
structures; namely the capitalist system. Within this 
theoretical framework, gender inequality is a mere 
aberration that is correctable through legal procedures, 
attitudinal changes and intervention projects (Bandarage, 
1984). Today this school of thought is espoused by various 
UN agencies, the World Bank, the US Agency for International 
Development and non-governmental organizations as well as 
academics. Feminists from each of these organization have 
blended the theoretical orientation of their associated 
organization with liberal feminism. For example, the World 
Bank feminists may be quite different from their UN 
counterparts as to what type of policies they believe should 
be implemented. Nonetheless, they all share che underlying 
assumption that gender discrimination in the Third World has 
marginalized women from the development process, and thus, 
bringing these women into this process will eventually help 
eliminate gender inequality. In this context, women's wage 
work not only improves their material conditions but also 
their status in relation to men.
The women-in-development feminists, along with other 
feminists, have raised awareness of women's contribution to
1 gfiter Sotherup'8 H o m n  in Boonoaia Development is the poineer work 
documenting the ovideoe for this argument.
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economic development and their specific concerns in the 
field of development. They have played an important role in 
making women's "invisible work" recognized. By taking into 
account women's domestic labour and unpaid labour, they have 
expanded the definition and meaning of "work." However, the 
growing number of empirical studies on women's work produced 
by this school is becoming increasingly contradictory to 
their theory and its underlying assumptions. For example, 
They argue that women are marginalized in the process of 
economic modernization in the Third World, but their studies 
consistently show that women's work is indeed central to 
their national and international economies. As to the fact 
that women's work, remunerated or unremunerated, is confined 
to the most undervalued and underpaid sector of production, 
this school of thought fails to see the complexity and 
dynamics of women's ideological and economic oppression.
Its strong belief in capitalist development obviously blinds 
it to these issues.
Marxism sheds a more illuminating light on the above 
issue. Unlike the women-in-development school, the Marxist 
perspective argues that inequality in general under 
capitalism is not a mere aberration. It is a structural 
feature of a social system which puts the profits of a few 
before the human needs of the many. In this context, 
poverty, as well as inequality, is simply symptomatic, and 
exploitation is at its root. The solutions needed are not 
only technical but are political and economic (Bandarage,
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1984). With regard to women's subordination, Marxist 
thinkers such as Engels have suggested that its roots lie in 
private property, class hierarchy and the production of 
exchange value (Eisenstein, 1979; Bandarage, 1984). More 
contemporary, it is pointed out that women's oppression is a 
function of class oppression at both the national and 
international levels (Sen and Grown, 1987). To put it 
differently, from this view sexual inequality is secondary 
to social class inequality and to the uneven and unequal 
development of capitalism world-wide.
This subsumption of the issue of gender with that of 
class, however, is not useful in understanding the 
exploitative nature of women's incorporation into national, 
regional and global capitalism today. Within this framework 
how can we examine the conditions under which women work in 
the informal sector? In terms of class, these women are the 
same as their male counterparts in this sector, but their 
conditions, as many emprical studies show, clearly difiar.
While liberal feminism or the women-and-development 
school, tend to overlook class inequalities generated by the 
productive system and focus only on the manifestations of 
gender inequality engendered by the process of economic 
development, the opposite problem is represented by the 
above Marxist perspective. The main emphasis in the latter 
view is on understanding the material basis of women's and 
men's or class oppression. This leads to the dismissal of 
the ideological and material aspects of gender. The Marxist
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perspective thus tends to subsume gender within class 
towards an economic reductionism (Beneria and Roldan, 1986). 
Dissatisfied with the usefulness of this as an analytical 
framework, some feminists incorporate radical feminist 
concepts of gender oppression into the Marxist perspective. 
Although radical feminism itself tends to neglect economic 
structures and class differences and to interpret social 
realities as ahistorical, its fundamental argument that 
women's subordination is based on male control of women's 
reproductive capacity and ideology is useful.
The combination of traditional Marxism and radical 
feminism resulted in the development of the socialist 
feminist school (Jagger, 1983). Women's oppression is now 
explained as the result of the interplay of class and 
gender. In other words, the subordination of women is 
caused by two semi-autonomous systems— patriarchy and 
capitalism— which are interconnected and mutually 
reinforcing. Although patriarchy may have existed in 
different forms prior to capitalism, they have become 
inextricably interrelated in the course of capitalist 
development (Eisenstein, 1979; Jagger, 1983; Young and Moser 
1981; Rathgeber, 1991).
Whije this school of thought offers us a holistic 
framework from which we can examine the gender issues, one 
major challenge stems from the difficulty of studying the 
interplay between capitalism (class) and patriarchy (gender) 
as systems without falling into dualistic analysis. This
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often leads feminist researchers to prioritize one over the 
other as the analytic, focus in her/his study. It also 
caused others to adopt the term "gendered class" to avoid 
the dualism (Turner and Benjamin, 1994). In any case, many 
still seem to struggle with the fact that class and gender 
may be analytically distinguishable at a theoretical level 
but in practice they cannot be easily disentangled.
Another challenge that this framework faces is that it 
often fails to take into account other oppressive systems 
and factors. To many women and men in the world, their 
social reality has racial, ethnic, national, age and sexual 
preference aspects. They all interact dialectically with 
class and gender, and are no less critical than these two 
factors.
Despite these challenges, however, this thesis utilizes 
the socialist feminist framework, it is still useful as it 
includes both material and ideological factors as integral 
aspects of our understanding of social issues. I also use 
the term, gender and class separately for analytical 
purposes and thus take risks of, but hopefully avoid 
"falling into dualism" throughout this thesis. Having said 
this, the chapter now turns to the discussion of and the 
definition of "gender" and "class."
Defining clearly the concepts of class and gender is a 
particularly difficult task. In reality, they are never 
static and always interrelated. Moreover, they change their
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forms over time, and thus can not easily be captured as 
such. In the literature of socialist feminism, many 
researchers operate with rather loosely defined concepts, 
and their definitions differ to a significant extent. Here, 
I define these concepts based on the usage applied by 
Beneria and Roldan.
Gender— clearly different from sex— indicates its 
social rather than biological characteristics. Gender may be 
defined as a set of socially constructed beliefs, 
personality traits, attitudes, feelings, values, behaviors 
and activities differentiating men and women. It is 
historical in that it takes place within different macro and 
micro spheres such as states, the labour market, schools, 
the media and the family-household involving a formation of 
hierarchy. (Beneria and Roldan, 1986; Young, 1988)
The conceptualization of social classes is more 
difficult. There exists no consensus on it in the 
literature. In fact, many researchers appear to prefer not 
to define them; forcing a reader to assume that classes are 
defined as in traditional Marxist writings. Beneria and 
Roldan, again, suggest that class should be viewed as 
historical. Its formations, recomposition and reproduction 
are historical processes. In their study of women 
outworkers in Mexico city, however, they largely adopt the 
definition of Alejandro Portes. In his study of Latin 
American class structures. Portes includes three criteria: 
ownership of the means of production; control over the
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labour power of others; and mode of remuneration. These 
criteria represent objective and measurable dimensions of 
occupational positions.
The first criterion is defined by him as the ability to 
organize and command the process of ownership. Control over 
the labour of others is defined as the power to regulate 
everyday work activities, even in the absence of control 
over the means of production. Mode of remuneration refers 
to the distinct forms through which different social classes 
receive their means of consumption, ranging from profits and 
regular salaries to casual wages and direct subsistence 
production (Portes, 1985).
These three criteria are useful in identifying 
different classes within the informal sector. Despite its 
heterogeneity, the sector tends to be treated in a 
monolithic manner by many researchers and policy-makers. 
Although the conditions of low wages and poverty are 
generally shared, this does not mean it is equally 
impoverished. Differentiating informal petty bourgeoisie 
from informal proletariat or semiproletariat is crucial 
particularly in the wake of the recent proliferation of the 
projects targeted at small-scale businesses This type of 
assistance, as I will argue later, may indeed create and 
widen the disparity within the sector. For the promotion of 
small businesses will likely help the petit-bourgeoisie who 
already posses some means of production, while neglecting 
the majority of workers. Also, a close examination of the
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sector's classes allows us to locate poor working women more 
clearly.
In order to avoid economic reductionism, however, we 
need to more explicitly incorporate into these criteria 
ideological dimensions. As Beneria and Roldan note. Portes' 
definition must be accompanied by the study of other factors 
that call into question assumed common relationships to the 
means of production and forms of class consciousness. Here 
these ideological dimensions are related to such factors as 
gender, race and ethnicity (Beneria and Roldan, 1986). In 
this way, we can capture more holistically the dynamics of 
the informal sector which includes the hierarchical sexual 
division of labour.
Having defined the concept of gender, class, and 
informal economic sector and identified the theoretical 
framework of socialist feminism as most useful for this 
thesis, now we turn to the examination of the implementation 





This chapter sets out the background of my discussion on 
the Mexican informal sector. Having outlined the conceptual 
framework in the previous chapter, we now need to examine the 
broader political, economic and social context in which the 
changes of Mexico's informal sector have occurred since the 
early 1980s. More specifically, however, this context refers 
to the implementation of Structural Adjustment programs in 
the country. Before reviewing how these adjustment programs 
have been forcibly introduced into the Mexican society and 
what they have resulted in, the chapter will first examine 
neo-liberalism which the recent Structural Adjustment 
programs wnbody. It will then provide a brief historical 
overview of Mexico's economic development since the 
Revolution. Following this will be a critical discussion of
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the Mexican class structure as it has been affected bj the 
neo-liberal reforms.
Neo-liberalism and the Global Implementation of SAPs
Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990 many developing 
countries have suffered through the debt crisis and 
subsequent adjustment programs. In Latin America, after two 
decades of economic growth — in the 1960s and 1970s the GDP 
of the region's economies grew at an annually averaged rate 
of over 5 percent (The Inter-American Development Bank,
1990)—  the mid-1970s represented a turning point in its 
gradual path towards development based on the import 
substitution industrialization (ISI).
The debt was accumulated largely in the 1970s when the 
commercial banks of developed nations expanded their lending 
to Third World governments by recycling surplus OPEC 
"petrodollars," and it was exacerbated by the increased 
interest rates of many developed countries, particularly the 
United States. By 1983, 40 percent of all Third World debt 
was tied to floating interest rates. Even a 1% increase in 
the US prime rate was devastating, as it added US$4 billion 
to the cost of servicing the loans (Swift, 1991, p.90). 
Furthermore, the rising oil prices and the collapse of 
commodity prices during the early 1980s decreased the export 
revenues of the most debtor countries and severely affected
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their balance of payments deficits (Culpeper, 1987; Sen and 
Grown, 1987).
This debt crisis was first manifest in 1982, when the 
Mexican government announced that it could no longer service 
its external debt. Within hours, this announcement caused 
panic in the international financial establishment. Much 
worse to this establishment was that other developing 
countries also followed Mexico's suit in declaring their 
insolvency. The crisis immediately led the international 
financial institutions (namely the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank) to change their priorities in 
lending policies. Poverty alleviation and basic needs 
provision were no longer expressed concerns, as strong 
pressure was placed on them by the developed countries and 
international private banks to secure the capacity of the 
debtor countries to service their debts (Veltmeyer, 1994, 
p.14). It is in this context that Structural Adjustment 
Programs were first implemented.
Facing serious balance of payments and private foreign 
debt problems, the debt-laden countries attempt to re­
negotiate loans with private international banks to stretch 
out their payment period for the principle and interest or to 
obtain additional financing on more favorable terms. 
Typically, such countries have to deal with the IMP before a 
consortium of transnational banks will agree to defer the 
existing loan schedule. The private banks then interpret the 
successful negotiation of these countries with the IMF as a
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sign that borrowing countries are making serious efforts to 
reduce payments deficits and generate the foreign exchange 
needed to repay earlier loans (Todaro, 1989).
These efforts, however, must be made according to the 
stabilization and adjustment measures designed by the IMF. 
Forming the first stage of Structural adjustment they are 
intended to improve the balance-of-payments deficits through 
macroeconomic reforms.1 Once countries agree to meet the 
conditionality requirements the IMF will quickly disburse the 
much needed loans to them. This stabilization stage, 
however, is characterized by currency devaluation, price 
liberalization, fiscal austerity and the reduction of real 
wages. In other words, these belt-tightening measures are 
all intended to suppress imports, internal demands and 
particularly inflation by reducing people's income and 
purchasing power in order to generate a surplus on the 
balance of trade (Chossudovsky, 1991; Elson, 1992).
As early as in the 1960's the IMF stabilization measures 
were often implemented to the countries which sought The 
assistance of the IMP for their balance-of-payments problems. 
Before the debt crisis these measures were rather pragmatic 
and monetarist in nature. Monetarism essentially holds that 
economic crisis and declining capital accumulation originate 
in an imbalance between public-sector spending and revenues
 ̂However, the IMP stabilization measures do not necessarily precede the 
World Bank economic reforms. Some countries such as Mexico implemented 
both almost simultaneously while some such as Chile in the 1970s started 
with the economic reforms. Thus, whether the recent neo-liberal 
adjustment programs are a two-stage process is debatable.
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(Barry, 1992, p77). However, in the early 1980's the IMF 
stabilization programs came to explicitly embody the neo­
liberal ideology when they were combined with Structural 
Adjustment economic reforms.
The economic reforms typically follow the IMF 
stabilization measures. They are designed to improve 
economic efficiency in the medium term and promote a policy 
environment conducive to growth. On this stage, countries 
are usually assisted by the World Bank through its structural 
and sectoral adjustment loans. The reforms are characterized 
by the liberalization of trade and investment, and the 
privatization of public enterprises. In other words, they 
are to integrate the economies of these countries into the 
global markets (Chossudovsky, 1991; Elson, 1992).
While the debt crisis appears to be the direct cause of 
the world-wide implementation of Adjustment programs, the 
aims of these programs go far beyond the resolution of this 
crisis. These policy-based lending programs are indeed the 
economic reforms that dictate the Third World in how to 
develop their economies according to the neo-liberal 
ideology.
Neo-liberalism has its roots in the tradition of classic 
economic liberalism which dates back to the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. During this period a 
consolidating form of European Capitalism momentarily
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suggested the state's function could be that of a "watchman" 
keeping the competitive rules of the game and enforcing the 
sanctity of contracts and other property rights (Cypher,
1990, p.13). Essentially neo-liberals attempts to apply an 
economic dogma from two centuries ago on today's far more 
diverse economies by advocating the greatest possible 
reliance on world markets and the forces of international 
competition to coordinate economic activities. In this 
sense, neo-liberalism is ahistorical and tautological. As 
James Cypher notes, neither historical cases nor analytical 
critiques pose much of a problem for neo-liberals because 
their economic models are built upon the supposedly 
inviolable attributes of human nature. The "invisible hand" 
of Adam Smith must work; it therefore will work. The only 
task of the state is to destroy the policymaking and 
productive apparatus of the state and impose the watchunan 
function (Cypher, 1990, pl4). From this neo-liberal 
perspective, the current problems of developing countries, 
their ever accumulating debt and stagnant economic growth, 
result from poor resource allocation due to incorrect pricing 
policies and too much intervention by their overly active 
governments. The solution to these economic problems in the 
late twentieth century is as simple as in the late 16th 
century: the promotion of free markets.
Neo-liberal economists contend that economic growth can 
be spurred by the liberalisation of every economic activity. 
Once foreign trade and investment are liberalized, or opened
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up, the country can benefit from the dynamic of global 
integration of markets and production. On the domestic 
level, the private sector can prosper once its activities are 
freed from government regulations. In sum, according to the 
neo-liberal school of thought liberalization can bring all 
the market enhancing mechanisms which will eventually benefit 
the society and its population as a whole (Barry, 1992, p78).
The debt crisis indeed served to generate a 
configuration of forces for the neo-liberal school to impose 
its economic reforms on mostly indebted developing countries. 
The 1980's marked the political ascendancy of neo-liberalism 
and during this decade Structural Adjustment Programs have 
completely replaced the structuralist development strategies, 
namely state-led industrialization. The neo-liberal economic 
reforms, however, are not limited to the developing 
countries. The advanced capitalist countries have also 
implemented restructuring programs as a prescription for 
their sluggish economies. Also included are the former 
socialist countries which are currently assisted by the IMF 
and the World Bank in their transition to a "market economy."
This global implementation of neo-liberal reforms 
therefore needs to be examined not only in terms of the debt 
crisis or the recent economic recession but also in terms of 
the decline of capital accumulation on the world scale. In 
the latter context, Henry Veltmeyer identifies four 
interrelated objectives of the global strategy of neo-liberal 
reforms : First, they are meant to re-establish the
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profitability of capital by restructuring the productive 
apparatus in the direction of greater efficiency; second, to 
eliminate the existing distortions in the allocation and use 
of society's productive resources in order to gear the 
resources to the global market; third, they are to integrate 
every country into the global economy under the conditions of 
comparative advantage and market competitiveness; and fourth, 
they are to restructure labour relations to lower for the 
capital its costs of production through a drastic reduction 
of real wages (Veltmeyer, 1994, p64-65).
The last objective is particularly critical in examining 
the effects of the neo-liberal project on different social 
classes. It is important to note that the adjustment 
programs have had a severe impact on various economic and 
social relations— between capital and labour in particular, 
but also between capital and state and between labour and 
state. The following overview of Mexico's economic 
restructuring will take this relational factor into 
consideration.
Mexico's Economie Development
In the on-going present global restructuring, Mexico has 
always drawn a great deal of attention. It is the country 
which marked two major crises (the debt crisis and the peso 
crisis of 1994). More importantly, it is the country which
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until 1994 was praised as "model" by the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank. In 1983 Mexico, in the 
name of *'modernizaci6nf" adopted Structural Adjustment as its 
own economic development strategy and has since then turned 
its economy upside down.
Mexico was known in the past for its protective and 
nationalist economic policies which originated back in the 
Mexican Revolution of 1910-1917. The Revolution established 
a new constitution and assigned to the government the 
responsibility to direct the country's development. It 
ensures the future of a strong centralized state by 
subordinating the military and the Catholic churches to the 
political institutions. The Revolution also established the 
most progressive piece of labour legislation anywhere in the 
world in 1917. The government was constitutionally assigned 
to intervene in labour relations in order to promote 
conditions favorable to the workers, and to ensure the right 
to organize and to strike. Moreover, the constitution 
provided the legal basis for the widest-scale land reform 
program ever attempted in Latin America. To be sure, it was 
decades before the social guarantees became a reality, even 
for a fraction of the working class and peasantry. The lag 
in enforcement of the labour legislation was due to a large 
extent to the fact that it was too advanced in relation to 
the backward industrial structure of Mexico in the 1920s and 
1930s. Nonetheless, once these labour guarantees were 
eventually enforced, they benefited only the minority of
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Mexican workers who were formally organized into trade 
unions. As for the provisions of the agrarian reform, it was 
not until the late 1930s during the administration of the 
progressive Lâzaro Càrdenas, that a large-scale distribution 
of land began (Heilman, 1994 p.50-54).
In terms of economic development, the Revolution brought 
a disruption. Previously, Mexico's economy grew under the 
dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz (1977-1911), known as the 
porfiriato. The mining and industrial sectors were developed 
with foreign capital investment. However, this economic 
growth was achieved largely by exploiting and oppressing 
Mexican peasants, which eventually led to the revolution in 
1910. Ironically, many Mexicans today compare the Salinas 
neo-liberal regime (1988-1994) with the porfiriato (Barry, 
1992).
The economic disruption lasted more than two decades 
until the mid-1930's. Under president Cardenas (1934-1940) 
Mexico pursued a nationalist-populist development strategy. 
During this period, the Mexican state played a dynamic role 
in restructuring the economy and wider society by way of 
innovative interventions that are, by and large, 
constructive. Pew students of Mexico's political economy 
care to argue that the Cardenas administration was not the 
crucial and defining turning point in shifting Mexico's 
productive apparatus away from colonial and neo-colonial 
forms of production and social organization which were not 
immediately dismantled by the 1910-17 revolution (Cypher,
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1990, p.10-11). It was Cardenas who established the 
principle that the state should be the rector of society; the 
guiding force and arbiter that acts as a buffer between the 
labour and capital while actively promoting domestic 
capitalism (Barry, 1990; Cypher, 1990; Davis, 1993). In this 
sense, the Cardenas administration carried out a development 
strategy that was structuralist in nature although the Latin 
American structuralist school had not yet been established 
during this period^ .
Cardenas particularly sought to make legitimate the 
state's power and trajectory vis-a-vis the peasantry and the 
small emerging industrial working class. This was carried 
out for the peasantry through a relatively large land reform 
program. For the working class, the state offered the 
rewriting and enforcement of existing labour laws in their 
favor. In the end, the Cardenas administration paved the way 
for a state-led economic development. Also, it is during 
this period that the foundation of a corporatist state was 
laid in the interests of political stability (Cypher, 1990; 
Berry, 1992; Heilman, 1994).
The period between 1940 and 1970 marked a rapid economic 
growth in Mexico. Many writers of the country term those
 ̂Mexico's approach towards economic development was to a certain degree 
formed prior to Cardenas'sexanio and was further consolidated during his 
presidential years. Therefore, the Mexican state intervention approach 
preceded the CEPAL approach. Cypher (1990) notes that the Raul Prebisch 
was quite aware of the innovative programs being attempted in Mexico in 
the 1930*8 and 1040*s and in fact he visited the country, cypher also 
stresses that the Mexico's approach to state intervention was influenced 
by Keynes yet it was always pragmatic and incremental, and that it was 
nondoctrinaire unlike the Latin America structuralist approach. (Cypher, 
1990, plS)
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three decades of more than 6-percent annual growth the 
"miracle years." This economic development was indeed led by 
the state and largely achieved through industrialization. 
Mexico, until 1982, regarded industrialization as the 
essential foundation for the development of a modern economy. 
This state-led industrialization took the forms of import 
substitution which included import licensing, subsidies for 
infant industries, and high tariffs. Under this program 
domestic industries and capital were well protected and 
fostered (Barkin, 1985; Berry, 1992).
However, behind all this economic development several 
structural problems already began to emerge. First the 
agricultural sector— particularly the subsistence sector 
suffered as a result of neglect by the state. Although this 
sector sustained a growth rate of about 5% per year in the 
1940s and 1950s due to the agrarian reform (which encouraged 
the cultivation of land previously unused,) from the early 
1960s onwards it grew only at a negligible rate except in the 
export sector (Contreras, 1987). The state infrastructure 
projects— particularly irrigation— were concentrated in the 
export sector which was dominated by the big agribusinesses. 
The aggressive expansion of the export sector combined with 
government neglect, severely undermined the subsistence 
sector. As a consequence, many compaainoa or small farmers 
lost their land and became rural proletariat. Since wage 
employment in the rural areas was very limited, most of them 
had no choice but to migrate to the cities. This inevitably
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created a massive urbanization problem^(Arizpe, 1977). The 
demise of the subsistence sector severely undermined Mexico's 
self-sufficiency in staple food and turned the country into a 
net food importer in the mid-1960s (Barry, 1992; Barkin,
1990).
Another problem emerged from the industrial sector. The 
Mexican state policies guided this sector to relative 
independence in the production of wage goods and consumer 
goods, and to a lesser degree, that of the intermediate 
goods. However, over the years the country became dependent 
on ever-growing amounts of technology embodied in capital 
goods inputs. Under the governments (over) protection, the 
Mexican industrial sector became grossly inefficient (Cypher, 
1990; Heilman, 1994).
Back in the 1930s and 1940s, the Mexican government 
recognized the need to encourage the development of a 
domestic capitalist sector. The state obviously expected 
this domestic bourgeoisie to become a "partner" with it in 
its industrialization and agricultural modernization 
projects. However, as Cypher notes (1990, p.12), the Mexican 
capital became largely parasitic.4 Moreover, the government 
itself became highly bureaucratic and inefficient.
 ̂Mexico's urban population is currently estimated to be 71.3% of the 
total population, leaving about 28.7% in rural areas. The comparative 
data from the 1950's indicates 42.6% of the total population resided in 
urban areas and 57.4% in rural areas. (Pick and Butler, 1994, p.54)
4 Cypher notes that after Cardenas' nationalist-populist project, Mexico 
was reoriented toward a capitalist-rentier state. The capitalist 
elements of the state's project were progressive in the sense of 
developing the forces of production. But at the same time, the old
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Finally, the most profound problem emerged from Mexico's 
economic miracle is that its benefits were by no means 
enjoyed by the majority of the Mexicans— the poor. In 1958, 
for example, the incomes of the richest 5% families were 22 
times that of the poorest 10%. By 1970, the gap had widened 
considerably, and the incomes of the rich were 39 times that 
of the poor (Chislette, 1985). The middle class or formal 
proletariat, however, had its modest share and its wages and 
living standards steadily rose (Davis, 1993). Most of this 
class also benefited from its patron-client relationship with 
the state— or more precisely the ruling party. Official 
trade unions were the mechanism which facilitated this 
relationship (Heilman, 1994; Davis, 1993).
In the context of growing inequality between the rich 
and the majority poor and of increasing social 
discontentment, President Luis Echeverria (1970-1976) aimed 
at dispersing the benefits of economic development more 
evenly. The former policy of "desarrollo estabizador 
(stabilizing development)" worked well for the country's 
emerging industrial conglomerates and financiers but worked 
against the interests of the poor. This Echeverria's 
decision led to an increase in public spending in order to 
correct the inequality. However, the problem with this
"rentier" ethos of the hacendado/merchant capitalist era continued to 
play a role. Merchant capital, as Cypher continues, seeks its own 
expansion by way of economic rents and/or unequal exchange, it seeks 
not to produce but rather to appropriate a portion of the value of what 
has been produced. Mexico's merchant capital then thrived in a form of 
pervasive monopolies and cartels drawing nourishment from the state that 
accompanies its ascendancy. (Cypher, 1990 ppll-12)
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attempt is that it was largely financed by foreign borrowing, 
adding up to the country's debt that had already stated 
accumulating (McCaughan, 1993).
By the mid-1970's the structural problems in the 
industrial and agricultural sectors had become obvious and 
the signs that the Mexican growth model was disintegrating 
were flashing. Mexico had become more than ever dependent on 
imports and developed severe balance-of-payments problems. As 
inflation worsened, the Echeverria found itself facing a 
severe economic crisis (Heilman, 1994; Berry, 1992).
Amid this financial crisis, Lopez Portillo took office 
and immediately imposed an austerity program in connection 
with an emergency loan from the International Monetary Fund. 
However, the discovery of new oil reserves in the Bay of 
Campeche disrupted the austerity program. This resulted in 
even more government borrowing and spending. While even the 
IMF and the World Bank were encouraging the government to 
borrow from the private banks, high inflation and unstable 
currency continued unchecked resulting in unprecedented 
capital flight. Finally, in 1981 the price of oil dropped in 
the world market and the Mexico's debt crisis erupted shortly 
after.
During the period of 1970-1982 Mexico's external ..cut 
grew from $6 billion to $87.6 billion. It then grew steadily 
between 1982 and 1987.(See Figure A) The enormous size of the 
debt was in part due to the rising interest rates in the 
creditor countries. The decline of oil price was also to
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blame. While these external factors were largely thought to 
push the country to the edge of bankruptcy, the magnitude of 
capital flight was considerable. By 1988, the amount of 
Mexico's capital flight was estimated to reach as much as $80 
billion (Cypher, 1990, p.155). Given the fact that in 1988 
the total debt was approximately $100 billion, it could 
easily repay four-fifths of Mexico's foreign debt. In the 
wake of massive capital flight Lopez Portillo nationalized 
all the private banks as an attempt to prevent the further 
outflow of capital.
Figure A
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Mexico's Structural AdiuBtinent_PrQcrrawg
In the face of the government's inability to repay the 
foreign debt, Mexico embarked on a process of Structural 
Adjustment, marking a turning point in Mexico's economy which 
entailed severe political and social implications. No longer 
could the government continue— at least under the old 
formula— with its policies of state-led economic development. 
Its policies that promoted import-substitution 
industrialization were becoming a drain on the economy.
Under the strong pressure from the IMF, the World Bank and 
the U.S. government, Mexico came to embrace neo-liberalism.
Mexico's neo-liberal project was first formulated in the 
letter of intent signed in November 1982 with the 
International Monetary Fund. The Program for Immediate 
economic Reorganization was announced in the same year and 
followed by the national Program of Development and other 
elaborated documents. Nonetheless, the first half of the de 
la Madrid sexenio was characterized by its attempt to 
stabilize the economy, and the actual neo-liberal reforms 
were not implementable until 1986. This was also compounded 
by the political conflicts within the ruling party, the 
Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) and by the opposition 
from the dominant bourgeoisie (Veltmeyer, 1994 p.69).
In terms of macroeconomic performance, the de la Madrid 
regime (1983-1988) can be defined by extreme stagnation
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coupled with two serious downturns in 1983 and 1986. The 
first year of the de la Madrid regime was economically the 
worst since the revolution with the real GNP -5.3.
With the IMF stabilization measures, the government 
began to drastically reduce the public spending, deregulate 
private sector prices, and index the cost of public services 
and goods to the rate of inflation. The de la Madrid 
administration also devalued the currency in order to promote 
export, reduce imports and thus generate revenues for debt 
repayment. The results were immediate but severe for most 
Mexicans whose real incomes reduced by more than 40% by 1986 
(Berry, 1992; Veltmeyer, 1994).
By the end of 1983, however, the optimism returned among 
high-level economists. At this point, many of them still saw 
the 1982-1983 crisis as a "temporary" and "conjunctual"-one 
that was largely brought on by the collapse of oil prices and 
high interest rates. The economy in fact expanded at the 
rate of 3.7 in 1984 and at 2.7 in 1985. Exports increased 
due to the previous currency devaluation and inflation was 
somewhat controlled. This, however, was followed by the 4.0 
percent GDP decline in 1986. The government lost a grip on 
its economy with the declining oil prices and difficulties 
with the external debt. The rate of inflation rose from 
65.9% to 103%. In 1987, the economy grew at a negligible 1.4% 
The same year saw the increased indebtedness of the country 
as the government had to resort to borrowing at high interest 
rates in the domestic market. There was still some
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(unrealistic) optimism given Mexico's successful debt 
negotiation in late 1986 and early 1987 (the Baker Plan). It 
also appeared that the country would have access to $12- $13 
billion or new capital lent by the IMF, the World Bank, the 
US government and the private banks (Cypher, 1990). But this 
optimism was swiftly wiped away by the stock market crash of 
October 1987.
in the mid 1980s Mexico's neo-liberal direction became 
painfully apparent. This was embodied by the Program of 
Alleviation and Growth (PAC) adopted by the government in 
1986. The internal conflicts within the PRI were settled in 
favor of the faction led by Carlos Salinas who pushed for 
neo-liberal economic policies. The government was now more 
vigorously than ever pursuing the "opening up" of the 
economy, as it was symbolized by Mexico's entry of the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1986.
Given that Mexico's "comparative advantage" is low-wage 
manufacturing, the GATT decision also carried significant 
implications for organized labour. Unions had to be curbed 
as did payments connected with the "social wages" such as 
social security and public health (Cypher, p.181). GATT also 
severely affected the small and medium-sized manufacturers 
used to gear their production toward the domestic market 
under the protection of the State. Those who did not have 
enough capital to switch their trade orientation toward the 
world market went out of business (Heilman, 1994, pp7-8).
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The GATT entry was momentous because of what was 
entailed concerning internal politico-economic policy making. 
From mid-year 1985 to mid-year 1986 a number of important 
changes occurred, all of which were connected to the neo­
liberal policies. First, the government accepted the Baker 
Plan which provided the total $9 billion dollars in loans on 
the condition that Mexico adopt a new development policy of 
export promotion. Second, the government also relaxed its 
law mandating 51% Mexican participation in foreign 
investment. From now on, such investment might be arranged 
for 100 percent foreign ownership. Third and most important, 
the privatization of state enterprises began on the large 
scale.
As the inflation rate rose from 65.9% to 159% during the 
period of 1985-1987, The PAC proved to be failing. Replaced 
with this program was the Pact of Economic Solidarity (PSE). 
The PSE was a tactical agreement among the economic elite, 
the state and labour, and symbolizes Mexico's renewed 
determination to stabilize the economy through controlling 
inflation based on the neo-liberal doctrine. Specifically, 
the PSE had three objectives: first, to further pursue fiscal 
austerity; second, to further reduce import controls such as 
tariffs in order to set off the negative effects of the peso 
devaluation on prii to the consumer; third, to limit wage 
increases to very small increments so that it would not be 
higher than price increases (Veltmeyer, 1994; Alvarez and 
Mendoza, 1993; Cypher, 1990).
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The Pact was effective especially in terms of 
controlling inflation. By the March of 1988 the rate 
inflation was reduced to as low as 5.5%. The implementation 
of the PSE throughout 1988 was the product of a political 
agreement at the heart of the dominant block in order to 
mitigate the ravages of the economic crisis and restructuring 
before, during and after the 1988 elections. Alvarez and 
Mendosa note that there was a desperate attempt to cover up 
the extent of the economic damage caused by the stock market 
crash of 1987 by suggesting that the stability of certain 
economic variables indicated the complete success of an 
economic policy. It was necessary as the official 
candidates— most notably Carlos Salinas for the presidency—  
had played a leading role in formulating it. The Pact of 
economic Solidarity was indeed part of the Salinas campaign. 
(Alvarez and Mendoza, 1993, pp.34-35).
During the 1988 election campaign, the ruling party (the 
PRI) was greatly challenged. Most working class Mexican 
supported the National democratic Front (FDN), a centre-left 
coalition led by Cuauhtemoc Cardenas. The FDN clearly 
rejected the government's neo-liberal policies and thus 
appealed to millions of Mexicans whose standards of living 
had plummeted since the implementation of Structural 
Adjustment. Despite its "success" in controlling inflation, 
the government clearly failed in other areas: the economic 
situation continued to manifest profound disequilibra in the 
commercial balance sheet, in public finances, in the
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contraction of the internal market, in stagnating 
productivity and rising unemployment, in the scarcity of 
certain basic goods, and in the exorbitant increase in 
internal interest rates.(Alvarez and Mendoza, 1993 p.35)
In this context, very few people doubted that the electoral 
victory of Salinas and his party (the PRI) was due to massive 
electoral fraud.s This was indeed such a contradiction to 
what Salinas himself proposed during the campaign— an 
expansion of democracy.
Carlos Salinas took office in late 1988 in the midst of 
pooular protests against the electoral fraud and the 
government's economic policies in general. As the former 
Secretary of the Department of Planning and Budgeting in the 
de la Madrid administration, Salinas was the key player in 
implementing Mexico's structural Adjustment Programs. As 
president, he further pursued the neo-liberal policies more 
vigorously and consistently than the former president.
In December 1988 the new administration instituted the 
Pact for Stability and Growth (PECE) signed by each 
representative of capital and labour. This Pact was more or 
less identical to the former pact— the Pact of Economic
5 Salinas was proclaimed president-elect with barely 50 percent of the 
votes cast and an abstention rate of 50 percent of registered voters. 
Although it was officially announced that he had won the support of 25 
percent of the electorate, the revealing fact is that the public, in the 
midst of widespread discontent over electoral fraud throughout the 
country, was given only the gross results for the country's 300 
electoral districts, and later under enormous pressure, the detailed 
results for 19,999 polling places. In addition to this, there was 
repeated refusal by the Electoral College to open and analyze the ballot 
results. (Barberan, 1988 cited by Alvarez and Mendoza, 1993, p.33)
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solidarity except that the new pact was accompanied by the 
National Solidarity Program (PRONASOL). PRONASOL was 
designed to fight poverty through the provision of food aid, 
social services and infrastructure. However, many viewed the 
programs as Salinas' strategy to capture a new organized 
electoral clientele among the poorest segments of the 
population. The necessary funds for PRONOSOL were to be 
generated through the debt renegotiation with the 
international financial community and the sales of 
parastatals. As suspected, however, the PRONASOL turned out 
to be a token measure for those living in absolute poverty, 
and the Salinas administration hardly lived up to their 
promise of channeling the money from the privatization of 
state-owned enterprises into this program^ (Berry, 1992; 
Heilman, 1994; Alvarez and Mendoza, 1994).
The neo-liberal reforms applied by the Salinas regime 
included inter alia the privatization of up to 1200 state 
enterprises and the ejido land, and culminated in Mexico's 
official entry into the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) on January 1, 1994. On the same day, the Zapatist 
rebellion began in the southeastern state of Chiapas clearly 
symbolizing the popular discontent with and resistance to the 
government's neo-liberalism.
^ Part of the proceeds of the sale of TBLMBX (the national telephone 
company) at the end of 1990 were used to established a contingency fund 
against the possibility of a drop in international oil prices, despite 
the original announcement that the resources made available by 
privatization would be used to for PRONASOL projects. (Alvarez and 
Mendoza, 1993, p.40)
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The Consequences of Mexico's Neo-liberal Policies.
It has been persistently repeated that the Mexican 
economic restructuring has been successful. By the time 
Salinas' term came to an end in 1994, the neo-liberal 
economic policies had been in place more than a decade, and 
yet popular protests against these policies increased in 
numbers and intensity to an unprecedented level. Given this, 
we need to closely examine the results of Mexico's Structural 
Adjustment.
The PSE (Dec.1987-Nov.1988) and the PECE (Dec.1988-) 
were successful in terms of the level and duration of 
inflation and the restructuring of public finances. In fact, 
the rate of inflation was reduced from 159% in 1987 to 8.5% 
in 1993. Also the fiscal deficits decreased from 12.4% of 
the GNP in 1988 to 3.4% in 1992. Nonetheless, these figures, 
appraised by the International Monetary Fund and the World 
Bank, were achieved through a number of draconian measures.
The reduction of public spending was translated into the 
elimination of subsidies, the layoffs of thousands of 
government employees and in particular the devolution of 
state enterprises to the private sectors. As a consequence, 
unemployment rates increased dramatically both in the cities 
and countryside's (Veltmeyer, 1994; Barry, 1992).
The low rate of inflation was attained by depressing 
internal demands. This included the contraction of money
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supply, the reduction of credit and high interest rates, but 
in order to control inflation the regimes was particularly 
consistent in reducing real wages ensuring that any 
authorized increases would be less than the rise in prices. 
Over the period of 1988-1993 the real value of wages 
decreased 35-40% on top of the approximately 50% reduction 
from the previous de la Madrid regime (Heilman, 1994; 
Veltmeyer, 1994).
Moreover, in order to increase the government revenue, 
the Salinas administration increased its efficiency in the 
collection of income taxes and expanded the sales tax 
(Veltmeyer, 1994; Alvarez and Mendoza, 1993).
Although the economy may have been stabilized at a heavy 
social price, were the neo-liberal policies successful in 
turning the troubled economy around? The neo-liberal policy 
makers identify four driving forces to economic growth. 1) 
the export of manufacturing goods; 2) private investment; 3) 
public investment in infrastructure; and 4) the expansion of 
the domestic market (Veltmeyer, 1994; Cypher, 1990).
Export production was increased since the implementation 
of restructuring program. However, it did not stimulate the 
economy as a whole. For example, employment created as a 
result of the expansion of the export sector was 
insignificant considering the number of people who were laid 
off due to the privatization of state-owned enterprises and 
the rationalization of private sector firms. In terms of the
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country's industrial production capacity, there was a serious 
decline and as Cypher notes, Mexico experienced a 
considerable àe-industrialization (Cypher, 1990, p.14-15). 
The shrinkage of the national industry was by no means 
compensated for by new jobs in the export sector alone. As 
Mexico opened up its borders to foreign trade via its GATT 
entry in 1986 its domestic firms and industrial sector found 
that they could not compete against cheap imports and began 
shutting down their production lines (Heilman, 1994). 
Moreover, most of the dynamism in employment is concentrated 
in Maquiladoras activities in the northern Mexico, where 
women workers predominate and average wages tend to be lower 
than industrial wages in general (Alvarez and Mendoza, 1983).
During the Salinas regime, direct foreign investment of 
more than $40 billion was poured into Mexico. Along with the 
neo-liberal economic restructuring and debt renegotiation, 
NAFTA created new interest in Mexico among foreign investors 
and lenders. It also contributed to capital flight 
repatriation. Much of this investment, hov̂ ever, went into the 
stock market and speculative activities. This trend, as we 
know, backfired in December 1994 as the Mexican stock market 
collapsed. Also, a big portion of the rest of direct 
investment went into services rather than into production 
(Barry, 1992).
In terms of public investment, it fell short of 
completing and maintaining infrastructure projects. Along 
with political instability indicated by electoral fraud and
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human rights violations, this weakness of public investment 
was indeed one of the reasons why the foreign investors were 
still reluctant to invest in Mexico (Alvarez and Mendosa, 
1993, p40).
Also, the domestic markets persistently reveals its 
weakness. Given the stabilization measure which had 
depressed real wages, consumption and living standards for 
the majority of Mexicans, it is hard to imagine that Mexico's 
domestic market will soon recover and expand. There was an 
increase in private consumption since 1988, but it was due to 
the increase in consumption of luxury goods and services 
indicating further concentration of income in the already 
affluent Mexicans.
Finally, we need to examine how the external debt has 
been managed. The debt crisis was, after all, the immediate 
cause of the implementation of the neo-liberal policies. In 
spite of everything, the external debt grew to $117 billion 
by the end of the Salinas aexenio, and the end of 1994 it 
amounted to more than $150 billion.(See Figure B) This was 
largely attributed to the deficits developed on the country's 
trade account and current account, and to the financial 
crisis in December.
Even though there was no appreciable sign of permanent 
economic recovery, the Salinas regime did not hesitate to 
further consolidate Mexico's economic restructuring. What did 
all this result in? For one thing, the role of the state in 
the management of the economy was successfully reduced to
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that of watchmen. This was accomplished largely through the 
privatization of state-owned enterprises and the 
reprivatization of the banking system.
Figure B
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Second, along with GATT, North American Free Trade 
Agreement increased Mexico's integration into the global 
economy. However, this also increased Mexico's economic 
vulnerability and dependence as the country came to rely on 
external financing in the form of foreign investment and 
loans more than ever.
Third, some of the productive apparatus which had 
survived de-industrialization ended up de-nationalized, while
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the rest of the productive lines were largely monopolized by 
the domestic capital (Cypher, 1990). In other words, there 
was the increasing foreign capital and the increasing 
monopolization in Mexico's economy.
Lastly and most importantly, the neo-liberal economic 
adjustment resulted in an increase in the polarization of the 
society. For those at the top in the government and in the 
private sector, the 1980's were not necessarily bad years.
In fact, for many they were the best of years (Cypher, 1990). 
To illustrate this, the top 10 percent of Mexico's income 
recipients had placed abroad through capital flight that 
ranged from $64 billion to $80 billion by 1988. Also, during 
the mid-1980s there were power shifts within this group from 
the nation's old financial and industrial capitalists, who 
benefited most from the state-led development strategy and 
thus strongly opposed the neo-liberal restructuring, to a new 
cadre of capitalists with one foot in national activities and 
the other in international financial, productive and trading 
networks. Similarly within the bureaucratic-technical class, 
the likes of Salinas de Gorteri who favored the neo-liberal 
policies overtook the government and the ruling PRI party 
from those more nationalistic bureaucrats (Davis, 1993; 
Veltmeyer, 1994).
These winners of ,.eo-liberalism from each of these 
classes shared the interest in lowering the cost of labour. 
For the bureaucrats, it is necessary in order to increase 
Mexico's international competitiveness with which the country
62
was integrated into the world economy. For the dominant 
bourgeoisie, i.t is to increase their capital accumulation 
(Veltmeyer, 1994).
At the other end of the social polarization there was a 
mass of the working class Mexicans whose wages, consumption 
and living standards were depressed. This group of people 
covers approximately 80% or more of the total population 
including the formal proletariat and informal proletariat 
(Portes, 1995, pp.22-23).
During the Mexican economic "miracle," the formal 
working class enjoyed the benefits of the economic 
development and in fact the expansion of this class had given 
the country "the facade of a modern, industrializing power" 
(Barkin, 1985). However, since the implementation of the 
neo-liberal policies, this social class had experienced 
massive layoffs and the general deterioration of working 
conditions. The latter included the destruction of 
collective bargaining contracts and of labour organizations 
themselves as well as the reduction or elimination of social 
benefits. For some formal working-class Mexicans, these 
changes meant their downward social mobilization to 
eventually join the informal proletariat.
The great majority of the working Mexicans (more than 
60%), on the other hand, can be categorized as the informal 
proletariat (Portes, 1985, pp.22-23). Unlike its formal 
counterpart, the informal proletariat does not receive 
regular money wages. Nor does it receive the indirect wages
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of social security. Moreover, its relations with employers 
are not contractual. Given all these, the hardships that 
many Mexican of this class have experienced since the 
implementation of the neo-liberal economic policies differ 
from those experienced by the formal proletariat although the 
general deterioration in the standards of living has been 
shared by both classes.
Most of the informal working class had lived in a state 
of poverty even before the implementation of adjustment 
programs, but their conditions became even more precarious 
during the de la Madrid and Salinas regimes. The 1980s were 
literally "la década pérdida" (the lost decade) in terms of 
their social and economic well-being.
In the subsequent chapter, I will further examine the 
informal sector and its workers from a perspective that 
incorporates gender and class.
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Chapter Four
The Growth and ChangesofMexico's Informal Sector
In the course of the 1980s and the early 1990s, many 
writers on the informal sector in developing countries 
reported that the size of this economic sector increased as a 
result of the economic crisis and subsequent adjustment 
programs (Castells and Portes, 1989; Tokman, 1989; Rakowski, 
1994). Mexico's informal sector is no exception to this 
phenomenon. For example, the Private-Sector for Economic 
Studies (CEESP) in Mexico City reports that the informal 
sector activities add up to 25-33 percent of the GDP (Barry, 
1992, p.102). Other estimates forwarded by newspapers such 
as El Financiero and the New York Times run as high as 40 
percent. Even conservative calculations place informal 
sector production at almost $50 billion above the official
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GDP figure of $201 billion in 1991 (Neuman, 1991, p.57). 
Furthermore, a Banco Nacional study estimates that over 26% 
of the economically active population participated in the 
informal sector in 1989, up from only 4.4% in 1980 noting 
that Mexico's informal sector "exploded" during the lost 
decade1 (Neuman, 1991, p54).
While these figures uniformly indicate that the informal 
sector in Mexico has grown in the recent years, the question 
as to exactly how much it has increased in size is difficult 
to answer. The above estimates which range from 25% to 40% 
indeed illustrate this point. Despite a volume of studies, 
the statistical data of the informal sector has remained 
"informal" given the sector's clandestine nature. Still, 
many researchers attempt to measure its size through census 
surveys and come up with some usable figures. This in turn 
requires a certain working definition of the informal sector. 
As I discussed in Chapter Two, the definitional problem is as 
controversial as the issue of how the presence of the 
informal sector should be interpreted. However, I acknowledge 
the necessity of setting out the working definition of the 
informal sector before beginning my discussion of Mexico's 
informal sector. The next few pages will thus be devoted to 
this aim with some reference to the literature of the 
informal sector issues.
 ̂ The figure of 4.4% as the percentage of the informal sector to the 
total economically active population in 1980 should be regarded as a 
gross underestimation. As I will discuss later, Mexico's informal 
sector had consistently represented more than 20% of the national 
economy since the 1940s according to most surveys.
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The data (both quantitative and qualitative) that I have 
obtained to substantiate my thesis are secondary and from 
various sources. These sources can be categorized according 
to the theoretical background of each researcher; 
Structuralist, neo-Marxist, and neo-liberal. The first 
approach was adopted by ILO (International Labour 
Organization), ECLAC (Economic Commission of Latin American 
and the Caribbean), and PREALC (Employment Program for Latin 
America and the Caribbean). Conventionally, this approach 
defines the informal sector as composed of four types of 
activities: own account or self-employed work; unpaid family 
work; microenterprises, defined as production units in which 
no more than five people work; and domestic service. The 
Mexican government also conducts similar surveys to estimate 
the size of the informal employment but it often utilizes 
income criteria (i.e. minimum wage and fringe benefits).
The neo-Marxist approach is adopted most notably in 
Alejandro Portes' writings and defines the informal workers 
on the basis of their condition of work, regularity, 
legality, status of labour, and form of management. More 
importantly, in this approach informal workers are also 
differentiated by ownership of means of production.
The last approach which is based on the neo-liberal 
thinking is adopted by a group of economists led by Hernando 
de Soto, and it focuses on small-firms and entrepreneurs as 
the unit of study. The latter two approaches, however, 
frequently use the statistics published by the ILO, PREALC,
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CEPAL and the Mexican government in addition to their case 
studies. In this chapter, the growth and changes of 
Mexico's informal sector will be demonstrated largely with 
the data collected by the Structuralist approach and in this 
sense my working definition of the informal sector consists 
of the self-employed (own account), small-scale entrepreneurs 
and workers ( including unpaid feimily workers ), and domestic 
servants. However, as Alejandro Portes notes, this definition 
results in a undercount of informal workers because a 
significant proportion of wage worker who are actually casual 
and legally unprotected are not included (Portes, 1985, 
p.19). In order to compensate for this, I will use 
additional data from the other approaches, mostly the neo- 
Marxist. For this reason, the operational definition of 
informal sector in this chapter is not strictly consistent. 
Nonetheless, the careful use of various data is still helpful 
and necessary in sketching a reliable picture of the 
country's informal sector.
As the informal sector has grown under the 
implementation of structural adjustment programs, its 
diversity has also increased (Castells and Portes, 1989; 
Tokman, 1989). Many authors caution that while it is 
tempting to equate the informal sector with the poor, this 
glib and monolithic interpretation is misleading. Rosenbluth 
(1994) and Cartaya (1994) contend that not all the informal 
sector workers are poor although most poor people seem to 
belong to this sector of economy (Rosenbluth, 1994, p.174;
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Cartaya, 1994). Tokman also argues that the sector is 
composed of different kinds of activities, each with its own 
problems, which need to be addressed in different ways. He 
then calls for more attention to the heterogeneity of the 
informal workers (Tokman, 1989, p.1067). Given all this, we 
need to examine not only the growth of the informal sector 
per se, but also the nature of this growth and the changes 
that have occurred within the sector. This necessitates our 
breaking down the compositions of the sector according to 
subsectors and regions in addition to the examination of the 
class, gender and age of its workers. Our scope here is the 
recent period from 1983 onwards, when the Mexican government 
started implementing the adjustment programs. However, I will 
first outline the evolution of Mexico's informal sector since 
the 1940s. This will help provide a more historical 
dimension to the later discussion.
In the Period from 1940 and throughout the 1970s Mexico 
pursued its development path through the state-led import 
substitution industrialization (ISI). (see Chapter Three)
The 1940s and 50s saw the development of basic goods 
industries characterized by labour intensive manufacturing. 
These industries gradually expanded to include consumer 
durables, capital and intermediate goods production, and by 
the late 1960s Mexico's production lines became increasingly 
capital intensive and critically dependent on advanced 
technology.
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In the early phase of this industrialization, the 
workers of large factories gained importance in the labour 
market, and there was a significant improvement in the 
working conditions and rights of the formal proletariat in 
general. More specifically however, the ISI greatly 
benefited male urban workers.
Also, under the ISI the public sector employment marked 
a considerable gain, particularly in administration, public 
enterprises, and social services. In other words, the Mexican 
state became an important source of formal employment in the 
urban areas. This created clear-cut categories of workers 
with different entitlement and contracts— formal and informal 
(Portes, 1985, 1990; Roberts, 1991). The increase in the 
public sector employment also stimulated the growth of non- 
manual workers in the country. To illustrate this, census 
data shows that in Mexico, managerial, technical, and 
administrative workers grew from 11 percent of industrial 
workers in 1940 to 24 percent in 1980 (Oliveira and Roberts, 
1994, p.54).
In the period prior to 1983, the informal sector evolved 
in the context of uneven national development of Mexico. As 
we can see in rapid urbanization during the 1960s and 70s, 
the country's development strategy was oriented almost 
exclusively towards urban areas.
Despite the considerable increase in the amount of 
formal labour, the relative size of the informal workforce to 
the total workforce during the period 1940-1980 remained
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constant. As many researchers of this period suggested 
(Tokman, 1982; Arizpe, 1978), the persistence of the informal 
economic sector was considered due to the inability of the 
formal and public sector to absorb an ever growing 
economically active population^. Nonetheless, there were 
noticeable changes in the composition of the informal economy 
over time. For one thing, there was a decline in the 
proportion of small-scale entrepreneurs and the self-employed 
in the urban labour force. Roberts and Oliveira, calculating 
the 1950-80 national censuses of six Latin American countries 
which includes Mexico, note that the small-entrepreneurs and 
self-employed declined slightly from 29% in 1940 to 21% in 
1980. The data also shows that manufacturing workshops, 
construction related firms and repair shops were the fastest 
growing small-scale enterprises with less than five workers. 
Growth in these activities reflects the development of 
Mexico's national industrialization but is also associated 
with the growth of formal working class and their consumption 
patterns (Oliveira and Roberts, 1994, p.56). Similarly, 
Portes points out the reduction in the proportion of unpaid 
family workers from the countryside as a result of migratory 
labour movement to the cities where noncontractual wage work 
were the norm (Portes, 1985; Arizpe, 1977). He also contends 
that the statistical drop in family workers and self-employed
2 The economically active population is usually determined by national 
census data. Census figures are for the economically active population 
of persons 12 years of age and older. In Mexico, the economically 
active population more than tripled between the 1950 and 1990 (Pick and 
Butler, 1990, p.303).
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was compensated for by the increase in the casual, 
noncontractual employment. Since the latter type of 
employment tended to be recorded as "formal'-' in the census 
data, the reduction in some subsectors of the informal 
economy during this period was in fact overcompensated for by 
the new informal proletariat (Portes, 1985, p.29).
Studies from the 1970s emphasize the regional difference 
in the importance of the informal economy; the role of the 
informal sector was much greater outside major metropolitan 
areas (Roberts and Oliveira, 1994; Roberts, 1991). In rural 
areas, the informal sector, particularly informal proletariat 
represented an increasing proportion of a declining rural 
labour force during the period of 1950-1980. However, in 
this period, the rural informal sector as a whole decreased 
its relative importance in the total EAP (Portes, 1985, 
p.31). This indicates that informal workers who used to 
frequently alternate between short-term urban and rural 
employment were permanently displaced to the cities. This 
out-migration of the rural population was, as Lourdes Arizpe 
points out (1978; 1985), triggered by the deterioration of 
rural conditions as a result of the neglect of the rural 
peasant by the state. Meanwhile, the urban informal sector 
in Mexico grew at much the same pace as the formal economy.
The importance of the informal sector was reported 
highest in small urban centres in the 1976 government survey
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of informal employment in urban areas.^ such cities as Zamora 
and Oaxaca had the highest percentage of informality (over 
45%) in their overall economy. On the other hand, in major 
metropolitan cities such as Mexico city, Monterrey and 
Guadalajara where major industries were located, the 
percentage of informal employment was found to be relatively 
low (the lowest 35% for Mexico city). Nonetheless, 
Guadalajara's informal sector was quite distinct from the 
other two. For one thing, Guadalajara's informal employment 
was significantly higher than Mexico City and Monterrey, 
standing at about 41.5%. This second largest city in Mexico 
had a much higher proportion of its formal industrial 
production concentrated in basic consumer goods such as 
textiles, garment and shoes (56.8% compared to 27.3% for 
Monterrey and 32.8% for Mexico City). Moreover, unlike the 
other two metropolises, Guadalajara had fewer giant 
enterprises and more small and medium-sized firms (Roberts, 
1992; de Oliveira and Roberts, 1994).
This production of basic consumer goods was significant 
in the issue of subcontracting. In Guadalajara and
3 This survey, called La occupacidn informal en areas urbanas 1976 
covered two-thirds of Mexico's urban population. It provided estimates 
of informal employment using minimum wage and benefits as its criteria. 
More specifically, informal employees were defined as those earning 
wages which were at or below minimum wage and lacking at least two of 
their legal entitlementst medical assistance, housing and profit-sharing 
benefits, employment protection and trade union affiliation. Self- 
employed workers were also defined with the minimum wage criterion and 
the lack of two attributes; medical coverage, license, receipt of credit 
and affiliation to associations. All family workers were considered 
informal. The definition of small-scale enterprises was the same was 
the one applied by PREALC— firms with less than 5 workers.
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surrounding areas, there are considerable amounts of domestic 
out-work in garment-making, shoemaking and other craft-type 
occupations. This type of outworking was also reported as 
common both in Mexico City and Monterrey. Given that the 
type of work— particularly garment-making— was largely 
considered as "female work," female labour dominated the 
subcontracting sector within the informal economy (Alonso, 
1983, Beneria and Roldan, 1987).
During the period of 1960-1980 the labour participation 
rate of Mexican women rapidly increased in the context of 
urbanization, the creation of low-level non-manual work in 
the public and private sectors and increased informal jobs 
for women (Gonzalez Salazar, 1980). In 1940 only one 
fourteenth of the total economically active population was 
female, but by 1990 this rate rose to as high as 30% of the 
total EAP (Pick and Butler, 1990; UNDP, 1993). While the 
general increase of female labour participation was also 
reported in other Latin American countries, Mexico's case is 
unique in that its female participation increased mainly in 
manufacturing. In other Latin American countries, however, 
female participation declined in manufacturing. The increase 
in female labour participation was due to the establishment 
and expansion of assembly plants in the border areas. It 
continued to rise both in the formal and informal sector 
during the economic crisis and subsequent restructuring.
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The economic crisis and structural adjustment have 
brought about significant changes in the evolution of 
Mexico's informal sector. As in the past, the modification 
of the informal sector since 1983 has been strongly 
influenced by the formal sector and the overall national 
economy. However, Mexico's informal sector has been more 
directly affected by the global economy as the country 
shifted its orientation of development from import 
substitution to export production. As I discussed in chapter 
Three, Mexico's economic integration into the world economy 
weakened its manufacturing sector in the 1980s. Unable to 
compete with cheap import products from Asia, many domestic 
manufactures closed their factories. Moreover, through 
privatization the structural adjustment programs reduced the 
importance of the state as an employer. This shrinkage of 
Mexico's manufacturing and public sector inevitably resulted 
in the massive layoffs of formal proletarians as well as low- 
rank bureaucrats.
While not all the working Mexicans were affected by 
these layoffs, no one escaped the massive reduction of real 
wages. The withdrawal or reduction of government subsidies 
also tightened the belt of most Mexicans. In this context, 
there was a contraction of the formal proletariat. Most of 
the laid-off workers could not afford being unemployed; in 
Mexico, as in most developing countries, being unemployed 
directly and immediately threatens the very survival in the
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absence of welfare.  ̂ In many cases, these workers had no 
choice bu . take up informal employment.
ECLAC estimated that informal employment, in Mexico 
(entrepreneurs, self-employed, unpaid family workers, and 
domestic service) increased from 24% in 1980 to 33% in 1987 
(ECLAC, 1989, Table 20). This increase can be accounted for 
by the new entry of some of the aid-off formal proletariat. 
The downward mobilization from the formal to the informal 
sector was also seen among the small business owners. Alba 
and Roberts' study suggests that in Jalisco state the 
economic crisis and restructuring drove small firms into 
informality if not out of business; 384 out of 604 firms 
legally registered in 1981 were not registered in 1985 
although many continued operations clandestinely with few 
workers (Alba and Roberts, 1990). Similarly, Escobar in his 
study of the effects of the crisis on small workshops in 
Guadalajara notes that there was a general informalization of 
employment conditions and drastic reduction of pay among 
these workshops. Between 1982 and ^985 real wages in 
workshops dropped 40% as compared to a 22.5% decline in the 
legal minimum wages. Some workshops went clandestine by 
changing location (Escobar, 1988).
The Mexican labour law stipulates severance pay which equals three 
months' wages plus 20 additional days' wages per year worked. Workers 
employed over 12 years are also legally entitled to another 12 days' pay 
per year, up to a certain ceiling and one month's notice of dismissal.
In reality, however, this labour law is often not enforced even in the 
formal sector. (Business Latin America, 1992; Barry, .1992; Heilman,
1994)
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Importantly, the growth of the informal sector also 
parallels the accelerated expansion of female employment. 
Between 1979 and 1987 the female participation rats increased 
by 6.5% per year compared to 3.5% annually between 1970-1979. 
Mexico's economic crisis and adjustment programs led to the 
massive mobilization by households of a potential or reserve 
supply of labour which is significantly female (Garcia and 
Oliveira, 1990 cited by Oliveira and Roberts, 1994 p.65; 
Standing, 1989).
The increase in female labour participation has been 
documented largely in the context of household survival 
strategies (Beneria, 1992,1991; Chant, 1993,1991;Bonilla 
1990; Elson, 1987). In the face of a reduction in real 
wages, the elimination of government subsidies and public 
services, and price increases Mexicans attempted to make the 
optimal use of reduced resources within the household and to 
generate cash to supplement decreased family income (Chant, 
1991; Cornia, 1986).
Studies show that households in Mexico and other Latin 
American countries had more of their members in the labour 
market by the late 1980s than they did in the previous 
periods. For example, Shelby, Murphy and Lorenzen, in their 
study of the city of Oaxaca, found that the average numbei of 
workers per household had increased from 1.4 to 1.85 between 
1977 and 1987. This increase was sharpest among the poorest 
families (1.4 to 1.9), but even 40 percent of families which
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earn the highest incomes increased from 1.3 to 1.6 workers 
(Shelby, Murphy and Lorenzen, 1990).
A similar finding was obtained for Guadalajara by 
Gonzales de la Rocha in her longitudinal study of 100
families. However, in addition to an increase in the number
of wage earners in most household (the average number 
increased from 2.13 in 1982 to 2.69 in 1985), it is also 
reported in the study that these households increased in size 
between 1982 and 1985. The increase in household size was 
accounted for by the incorporation of othei relatives and 
other adults rather than by the outcome of natural growth 
(new births). This suggests that the social structure of 
these households were modified: Nuclear family households,
albeit still in the majority, lost their relative importance. 
In fact, the percentage of this type of households decreased 
from 80% in 1982 to 74.7%. On the other hand, extended and 
multiple family households increased their shares 
respectively from 8.4% to 9.5%, and from 10.5% to 14.7%.s
This type of household strategy was also observed by Chant
in the city of Queretaro between 1982-1983 and 1986. The 
proportion of nuclear households diminished from 68.5% to 30% 
and extended families increased from 22.5% to 60% (Chant, 
1991, 1993).
 ̂Extended family households, by definition, consist of a conjugal 
family unit with other members not forming a second conjugal family unit 
and multiple households having more than one conjugal family unit in the 
same household.
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Getting back to the increase in labour participation 
among the household members, Gonzales de la Rocha also 
reports a substantial increase among women over 15, 
particularly among women over 30. There was also an increase 
in labour participation among men under 15. These workers 
largely entered the informal sector economy. For example, 
among female household heads whose participation increased by 
20%, five out of nine new jobs were concentrated in informal 
services, one in an informal workshop and three in formal 
enterprises (Gonzalez de la Rocha, 1988).
The informal sector absorbed, in particular, adult women 
of age 35-49 with little education. Most of them are married 
with children (Chant, 1993; Bonilla, 1990). On the other 
hand, young, single women aged 20-34 with middle or high 
levels of education reduced its relative participation in the 
labour force, as non manual formal employment opportunities 
decreased for them (Garcia and Oliveira, 1990 cited by 
Oliveira and Roberts, 1994, p.65). Nevertheless, the 
participation rate of young women in formal manual employment 
increased in absolute terms as the formal sector increasingly 
utilizes flexible female labour (Standing, 1989).
As discussed earlier, the formal sector has long 
utilized female and male labour in the informal sector 
through subcontracting (Beneria and Roldan, 1987; Portes, 
1989; Bonilla, 1990). However, under the implementation of 
structural adjustment the deregulation of labour allows
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formal sector firms greater labour flexibility. Given this, 
these firms do not have much need to informalize some labour 
through illegal contractual practices and subcontracting to 
save some of their overhead. In this context, Roberts 
suggests that subcontracting from the formal sector to the 
informal sector perhaps decreased (Roberts, 1994, p.60). 
However, it is hard to confirm Roberts' contention in the 
lack of statistics and specific case studies of 
subcontracting. Different samples provide contradictory 
evidence of the growth of subcontracting in Mexico's 
metropolitan areas. Studies of workshops and domestic 
outworkers (particularly in traditional industries) reported 
an increase in subcontracting whereas studies of registered 
firms did not (Tokman 1989; Marshall, 1987; Portes, Castells 
and Benton, 1989; Bonilla, 1990; Roberts, 1992).
Nevertheless, subcontracting practices which utilize domestic 
female outworkers described by Alonso (1977) and Beneria and 
Roldan (1987) are likely to have persisted given the 
cheapness of labour.
In addition to the overall decrease in manufacturing, 
the type of manufacturing has changed. For example, producer 
service industries or electronics manufacturing emerged.
Since their production requires strict quality control, 
subcontracting is limited to capital intensive firms with 
sophisticated equipment. These types of firms are not usually 
operating in the informa] 'tor where labour-intensive small 
firms dominate. This trend is particularly strong in
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Mexico's high-tech export sector where the flexibilisation of 
labour though hiring female workers has also been practiced.
In sum, the informal sector has been greatly affected by 
the restructuring in the formal sector. Its manufacturing 
activities declined in the demise of manufacturers in the 
formal sector. The flood of cheap foreign goods also 
affected the informal sector. The contraction of formal 
proletariat resulted in the change of their consumption 
pattern and eventually affected demand for informally 
produced goods and services. Meanwhile, the repair services 
and commerce subsectors emerged in the informal economy.
This reflects the fact that Mexicans opted to repair rather 
than to replace household appliances and cars with new ones 
in the face of reduced household incomes (Oliveira and 
Roberts, 1994; Roberts, 1992; Beneria, 1992).
Since Mexico opened up its economy to the world, its 
informal sector has been increasingly integrated into the 
global market. It has been observed that street venders, 
most notably the ones in Tepito Market in downtown Mexico 
City, are handling high-tech electronics and household 
appliances smuggled from Asia and California. These venders 
are^said to be able to earn the money far above the minimum 
wage (Barry, 1992; Heilman, 1994). The illegal service 
activities in the informal sector such as this were reported 
as threatening the formal business community, particularly 
small-business owners. Because they are not taxed and have 
little overhead, street venders can sell at 10 to 40 percent
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below the prices charged by legal shopkeepers. Also, with 
small inventories, street venders can easily change products 
to match changing consumer tastes (Barry, 1992). Given the 
large size of informal or underground market like Tepito, it 
is understandable that the informal sector appears 
"flourishing" at the expense of the formal economy. 
Nonetheless, most informal workers are by no means "a 
successful vender."
In the beginning of this chapter, I noted that the 
growth of the informal sector should not be regarded merely 
as a reflection of the increase in poverty although poverty 
has indeed increased in Mexico under the adjustment programs 
(see Chapter Three), We should not, however, overestimate 
informal sector's capacity to generate "wealth" either. What 
we are looking at here in the context of the growth of the 
informal sector is an increasing disparity within the sector. 
It is also important to remember that tliere are only a 
handful of successful informal entrepreneurs who are 
connected to the export industry? the vast majority barely 
make ends meet.
As the informal sec or has drawn much attention in the 
recent years, the owners of small-scale enterprises in the 
informal sector have been viewed as possible sources of 
entrepreneurship and wealth creation. The neo-liberal 
school, in particular, promotes this view and argues that 
these enterprises' potential for growth is hampered by 
excessive government regulation (de Soto, 1989, Rakowski,
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1994). Thus, policy recommendations suggested by this school 
include providing credit and suitable technology; but most 
importantly, the neo-liberals call for the reduction or 
elimination of government red tape (Tolonan, 1989, 1992). The 
picture of the informal sector painted here is a dynamic one 
with much entrepreneurial spirit.
This picture has been questioned and criticized by the 
other approaches whose scopes on the informal sector are much 
wider than the neo-liberals, yet even when their target of 
study is focused on the small-scale enterprises, the informal 
sector does not appear to be promising in terms of "wealth 
creation." A good example comes from a pilot survey of 
informal enterprises conducted in Mexico City in 1987-88 by 
Institute Nacional de Estadistica Geographia e Informaciôn 
(INEGI). This survey took as its population all enterprises 
with six or fewer workers. Its results do not agree with the 
neo-liberal assumptions: the most frequent reasons provided 
by the informal business owners for not complying with 
registration were not related to excessive regulation, but 
to ignorance of the law. The general picture emerged from 
this survey is of a sector with little economic dynamism.
Only a fraction of enterprises had any appreciable capital. 
Almost all of the enterprises hardly made any investment in 
the business. In the face of increased competition in the 
sector, the lack of consumers and the expense of materials, 
more than 70% of the informal business owners faced 
difficulties.
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The survey shows that even the informal petit 
bourgeoisie who are better off because of their ownership of 
means of production and control over labour are indeed in a 
precarious state. These informal business owners are said to 
earn many times more than the minimum wage. However, under 
the adjustment programs wages have been depressed in real 
terms and even the legal minimum wage is not sufficient to 
support even one adult in Mexico city (Heilman, 1994).
Given this, it is not surprising that even the informal 
proletarians earn more than the minimum wages through putting 
more hours and holding another informal job. Thus, the 
recent growth of Mexico's informal sector occurred in the 
context of increasing precariousness of their lives.
The next chapter is a further analysis of this phenomenon 
focusing on its implications on women workers.
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Chapter Five 
The Implications for 
Women Workers
The thesis has so far examined the economic and 
political conditions created by Mexico's restructuring and 
discussed how these conditions have caused the growth and 
changes in the informal sector. Now, this chapter more 
specifically examines the implications of this phenomenon for 
women workers. In so doing, I attempt to construct and 
disclose the dynamic interplay of gender and class in the 
informal sector.
The previous chapter highlighted the material reasons 
for women to seek wage employment: Mexico's Structural 
Adjustment has resulted in a massive decrease in real wages, 
price increases, and the cutback of public subsidies. These 
are the economic conditions which have prompted Mexican 
households to exercise and intensify their survival 
strategies. These survival strategies usually include the
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mobilization by households of a potential or reserve supply 
of labour which is significantly female. This can, to some 
extent, explain the recent increase in the supply of female 
labour. However, their decision on whether or not to go out 
and seek employment is not exclusively based on material 
factors. Particularly, their decision and choice of what 
type of employment is significantly influenced and determined 
by such factors as gender, the level of education, age, 
marital status, and household structure (Chant, 1991; Beneria 
and Roldan, 1987). These factors are also crucial on the
demand side of the labour market. In light of the recent
increase in female employment in both the informal and formal 
sectors, it is imperative to understand why there has been an
increase in demand for female labour in Mexico's
restructuring. It is also necessary to examine the recent 
balance or imbalance of the demand for and the supply of 
female labour in Mexico.
The chapter then goes beyond women's remunerated to 
unremunerated work in order to understand the totality of 
their work. In other words, the implications of the recent 
informal sector phenomenon can not be examined without 
examining women's household work which has critically 
increased under the adjustment programs.
Furthermore, my analysis of female workers revolves 
particularly around the issue of gender and its interaction 
with class in Mexico's recent capitalism. This inevitably
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involves an examination of the gender ideology prevailing in 
the Mexican society.
Much has been written on "women in Mexico." Gender 
subordination and oppression as existing in the Mexican 
society as a whole have been studied in the context of the 
country's colonial experience (MacLachlan and Rodoriguez,
1980), in the context of its modernization/industrialization 
(Arrom, 1985; Leahy, 1986) and in the context of political 
movements (Camp, 1979; Logan, 1990). These studies uniformly 
point out that throughout Mexico's history women have been 
socially marginalized and confined to their households.
Their so-called 'natural place' has always been considered 
within the family. Subsequently, this has resulted in their 
subordinate economic and political position.
In their attempt to articulate gender inequalities in 
Mexico, however, many studies end up treating women in a 
monolithic manner. In other words, class and cultural 
differences among Mexican women are rarely examined.i 
Moreover, there is a tendency among the authors of studies on 
women in Mexico to describe the gender ideology as rooted in 
the past and yet as static in the present. Evelyn Stevens' 
article Marianismo: the Other Face of Machismo in Latin 
America is a case in point. Although Stevens' account of the 
concept of marianismo as the cult of female spiritual 
superiority which compensates for women's subordination in
 ̂ "Cultural differences" in this context are related to race and 
ethnicity. This implies that there are various cultures existing in 
Mexico.
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their actual lives is interesting and informative, it turns 
out that her treatment of this subject is as if this ideology 
has been kept in a vacuum since it was formed. The origin of 
marianismo is described in a somewhat historical context; the 
evolution of this ideology in the modern days is ahistorical 
(Stevens, 1973; also see Arrom, 1985).
This tendency is also prevalent in the studies of the 
roles and status of Mexican women. In the country, gender 
ideology in the form of patriarchy and the sexual division of 
labour is said to manifest in a sharp normative and often 
practical demarcation of male and female roles and status in 
the households and wider society. Men are invariably 
allocated the primary responsibility for "productive" work, 
(i.e. income-earning usually outside the home), whereas 
women's tasks are 'reproductive' (i.e. unwaged activities 
mostly carried out within the home which contribute to the 
daily maintenance of household members). The significance of 
this gender ideology in assigning different tasks to men and 
women is often expressed in the popular Mexican saying, "men 
are for the streets, women for the home." These roles may be 
seen to be such at a certain historical moment, yet they 
should not be viewed as static. Perhaps the ahistorical 
description of gender ideology derives from the fact that it 
is relatively easy to see how gender ideology exercises its 
influences on the roles and responsibility of men and women 
in their social, economic and political lives, but it is 
difficult to examine how gender ideology can be influenced by
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the actual, lived experiences of women and men. In this 
chapter, therefore, gender ideology should be viewed as a 
continuous process of construction, and much focus is placed 
on the interrelationships between gender ideology and women's 
remunerated and non-remunerated activities. Bearing this in 
mind, we now begin the examination of women workers in 
Mexico's informal sector.
Locating women in the statistical data of the informal 
sector is tremendously difficult. Statistical problems 
associated with measuring the informal economic activities 
become much more compounded when the gender dimension is 
taken into account. For one thing, censuses and household 
surveys have the tendency of underrecording women's work.
Many of the economic activities carried out by women are not 
recorded largely because they are considered a normal part of 
their domestic duties. In other words, women's economic 
activities are carried out in the domestic realm often 
simultaneously with their non-economic activities. Women's 
"productive" work appears as part of their "reproductive" 
work; thus, both of them are considered "unproductive" and 
ignored (Feldman, 1991; United Nations, 1990). Although more 
recently women's work— productive and reproductive— have 
gained more recognition among the United Nations agencies, 
regional and national organizations and governments, the 
constraints associated with measuring women's informal
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activities still remain. For example, the tendency to equate 
work with full-time paid activities outside the home still 
persists among the respondents of censuses and household 
surveys. Also, women's informal work is often carried out 
intermittently. Thus, if the survey is taken during the 
period when she is not active, she will not be recorded among 
the economically active population. These constrains usually 
result in an undercount of the number of female workers in 
'.he sector (United Nations, 1990). Also, women's informal 
work often involves several economic activities. As the need 
to generate income for survival has recently increased among 
poor women, they have intensified their informal work through 
taking up additional activities or jobs. If surveys and 
censuses record only one economic activity under the 
occupational category for each respondent, the result will 
inevitably be a gross underrecording of the amount of their 
work.
In addition to the aforementioned undercounting of 
informal women workers and underrecording of their work, the 
lack of information on women informal workers makes it very 
difficult to examine the changes that have occurred in the 
types of activities carried out by women over the past 
period. Nonetheless, bits and pieces of information from 
various studies construct the following picture of female 
employment in Mexico's informal sector.
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Tokman, in his study of the heterogeneity of the 
informal sector, notes that the informal sector in Latin 
America is increasing becoming "feminized." The ratio of 
female to male has steadily grown over the past decades.
Data from Brazil, Costa Rica, and Chile shows that in 1980, 
between 72 and 76 percent of all informal employees were 
women (Tokman, 1989, p.1070). This feminization of the 
informal sector is also reported in Mexico where women 
constitute between 52 percent and 62 percent of all informal 
sector workers if domestic service is taken into account 
(Berger and Buvinic, 1989, cited by Bonilla, 1991). Although 
it is not clear exactly how much, the increase in women's 
informal employment is, in many studies, significantly 
attributed to the recent growth of the sector (Roberts and 
Oliveira, 1994; Bonilla, 1990; Portes, Castelles and Benton, 
1989; Tokman, 1989; Standing, 1989).
The activities of these women who make up more than a 
half of Mexico's informal sector have been the subject of 
several studies. Buvinic notes that in Mexico, women's 
informal work is largely concentrated in the areas of 
marketing, personal services and the production of certain 
manufactured goods, clothing and food (Buvinic, 1990). Given 
the diversity, invisibility and even clandestine nature of 
these activities, however, the information available here is 
far from comprehensive. In statistical data published by the 
International Labour Office (ILO), the Economic Commission 
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the Regional
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Employment Programme for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(PREALC), women's economic activities are generalized 
according to certain occupational groups and subsectors. The 
categorization of women's economic activities in the informal 
sector varies depending on the definition used in each study. 
However, the following types of occupations are usually 
identified: domestic servants, wage work in an informal
workshop, family labour (unpaid and paid), and own account 
workers. The last type is perhaps the most diverse including 
the owners of micro-enterprises, petty commodity producers 
and traders and industrial home workers.
The proportion of women working as domestic servants is 
reported to have decreased in Mexico City over the last 
decade. Although it still remains an exclusively female 
occupation and a significant number of women are engaged in 
it, its proportion to the total informal work has decreased 
(Garcia and Oliveira, 1990 cited by Roberts and Oliveira, 
1994; Arriagada, 1994). Typically the literature describes 
domestic servants as young women who are mostly recent 
migrants from rural areas with little education (Arizpe,
1977; Tokman, 1989). This type of domestic servants work on 
a live-in basis. In this respect, the workplace is 
identical to the dwelling, and labour relations are often 
close to servitude (ECLAC, 1990). Improvement of labour 
conditions and status in this occupation is usually made by 
changing employers or jobs, but often by changing from live- 
in to live-out status. The latter types of domestic servants
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are usually older and somewhat more educated than live-in 
maids. They are also married or common-law wives. Arriagada 
notes that in Latin America most domestic servants are of the 
first type. However, there is a tendency towards a move to 
live-out employment, especially in the countries with a 
higher level of development (Arriagada, 1994, p.104-105).
This tendency is indeed noticeable in the metropolitan areas 
of Mexico. For example, Heilman accounts the life of a woman 
who works in several places as a domestic maid who describes 
her move from live-in basis to live-out as an improvement of 
her status (Heilman, 1994, pp63-74). Young also gives 
accounts of shantytown women who work as live-out maids 
(Young, 1992).
Wage work in informal workshop is likely recorded as 
"formal" in surveys if the coverage of social security and 
contracts are not clarified (Portes, 1985). The working 
conditions of this type of workers often resemble those of 
formal female factory workers— except for the size of their 
workplace and possibly the levels of pay. Detailed 
information on women engaging in this type of employment is 
not available and in official statistics they are even 
categorized together with their employers under "those who 
are working in enterprises employing five person or fewer" 
Similarly, family workers are included in the above 
occupational category. Since many of these workers are not 
paid for working in their family enterprise— most likely 
working for father or husband— they may not be recorded as
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economically active. These two types of women informal 
workers need to be studied more specifically in the future.
At the moment, it is impossible to even provide an estimate 
on the size of this type of employment in Mexico's informal 
sector.
Own-account work is, as mentioned earlier, a 
particularly diverse occupational category including a 
variety of income generating activities. In a broad sense, 
this category could include independent professionals in the 
formal sector since its definition is largely based on the 
form of payment: if income does not come from an employer but 
is the result of the operation of an enterprise or the 
independent practice of trade, it is defined as own-account 
or self-employed (Arriagada, 1994). The percentage of female 
informal workers categorized as own-account in urban Mexico 
is estimated 21%% (ECLAC, 1990 cited by Arriagada, 1994). 
These workers are reported to have increased their share of 
employment under the economic crisis and adjustment programs 
(Garcia and Oliveira, 1990 cited by Roberts and Oliveira, 
1994; Arriagada, 1994). The number of men and women who are 
engaged in own account work are estimated to be fairly 
similar in Mexico. Female own account workers are 
characterized as married or living in common-law unions with 
low educational levels, it is also reported that particularly 
in the cities of the northern border, female heads of
 ̂This figure should be treated with much caution as it include some of 
the unpaid family labour.
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households tend to concentrate in own account/self-employed 
work (Roberts and Oliveira, 1994).
Much attention has recently been given to female small 
entrepreneurs in the informal sector in Latin America. 
Reflecting this, it is said that some of own account workers 
are favored through various measures such as special systems 
of credit, training with a view to the development of 
entrepreneurial capacity, and support for the creation of 
small enterprises (World Bank, 1994, Bonilla, 1990). In 
Mexico however, the great majority of own account workers are 
in fact engaged in such activities as the preparation and 
sale of homemade foodstuffs and fruit juices, or taking in 
washing, sewing, or selling sweets and soft drinks from the 
front room of their shantytown dwelling (Arizpe, 1977; Chant, 
1991). It is doubtful that these women workers can afford 
the time to "develop entrepreneurial capacity" to expand 
their businesses. As I will discuss later in this chapter, 
most of them are juggling their heavy household tasks with 
income generating activities. On top of this, some of them 
even have community responsibilities in their neighborhood 
(Young, 1992).
Without detailed information on women's own account 
economic activities it is not clear what percentage of self- 
employed women is possibly categorized as petty bourgeois 
with some degree of means of production. Similarly, it is 
not clear what percentage of them are actually disguised
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informal proletariat or industrial home workers as described 
by Beneria and Roldan.
With regards to industrial home workers the study on 
conducted by Beneria and Roldan in Mexico City is the most 
often cited in the literature. However, there is also a 
similar study conducted by Alonso on garment workers in 
Mexico City in 1977. Both studies note that the existence of 
home workers stems from the search for cheap production 
arrangement, particularly in the case of labour intensive 
tasks. Home work represents the flexibility of the labour 
supply to deal with demand fluctuations. In addition, it does 
not involve much use of tools or machines but instead makes 
intensive use of labour. In other words, it requires very 
little investment and can easily be carried out at home. 
Industrial home work usually forms a phase in the production 
process or part of the subcontracting chain which involves 
simple, repetitive, monotonous tasks (Arriagada, 1994; 
Bonilla, 1990; Beneria and Roldan, 1987).
This type of home work in fact allows for greater 
capital accumulation and control over labour, and it provides 
work for people who are not able to engage in more 
conventional forms of work because of their reproductive 
responsibility (as in the case of most women) or in a few 
cases because of physical disability. The industries which 
utilize home workers are largely of a traditional nature such 
as clothing, textiles, leather, and footwear; however, as 
described in the study of Beneria and Roldan, industrial home
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work can also be found in more modern industries such as 
electronics (Beneria and Roldan, 1987; Alonso, 1983).
There is not enough information to examine how this type 
of female informal work has evolved under Mexico's 
restructuring. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
however, the contracting practice of manufacturers has been 
greatly affected by economic crisis and subsequent adjustment 
programs. Nonetheless, women home workers are considered the 
cheapest and most flexible form of labour whose payment is on 
a piece work basis. Given this as well as the recent trend 
among women (particularly married women with heavy household 
responsibility) to seek the type of wage work which can be 
easily carried on at home, it is highly unlikely that 
industrial home work has decreased in any way over the last 
decade.
Women's economic activities in the informal sector are, 
as described above, numerous and diverse. However, studies 
point out several common denominators. First, women's 
activities are usually situated within or very near the home. 
Second, they tend to be closely associated with the routine 
domestic activities of women, such as preparation of food and 
drink, cleaning, washing, serving, and child care 
(Arriagada, 1994, Buvinic, 1990 Chant, 1989, Elmendorf,
1977). The domestic location of much informal economic 
activity is a major key to the fact that women predominate 
this sector. Their reproductive responsibility renders them 
far less flexible and mobile than men, and thus they are more
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likely to be able to tailor their reproductive tasks to a 
household-based economic activity than one away from home. 
When women are unable to pursue informal types of income 
generation in or near their homes, they opt for jobs where 
hours are short or flexible and to which they can take their 
young children (Chant, 1989; Beneria and Roldan, 1987;
Arizpe, 1978). While these characteristics of informal 
employment can be indeed seen as "advantageous" to women, it 
is unlikely their participation in these types of work is 
entirely determined by their "choice." For many women, 
formal sector work is out of the question due to their lack 
of education, skills or training (Arizpe, 1989; Bonilla, 
1990). All of the above characteristics are indeed the 
factors that lead to the large supply of female labour in the 
informal sector.
On the demand side, the cheap and flexible nature of the 
female labour in the informal sector is the major factor. 
Informal sector income is generally below the level of formal 
sector and informal profits and earnings are highly irregular 
(Arriagada, 1994; Infante and Klein, 1991). In addition, 
women receive lower pay than men performing similar tasks in 
both the formal and informal sector (Bonilla, 1990, Buvinic, 
1990).
In this context, women's lower financial remuneration 
has been the subject of many studies, and there has been a 
volume of feminist studies to debunk the myth surrounding 
women's wage employment. These studies are particularly
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critical of the suggestion that women's wages are 
supplementary to the household income. One of the most 
frequently cited pieces of evidence against it is the fact 
that a significant number of households are in reality headed 
by women (Arriagada, 1994;Chant, 1993, Goldwin, 1993,
Bonilla, 1990; Commonwealth Secretariat, 1989). The Economic 
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) 
reports that since 1980 the percentage of women-headed 
households has increased and reached a very substantial 
level. In the urban areas of Mexico, the percentage of such 
households is relatively low, standing at 17.7%. However, 
this figure would be much higher if it included de facto 
female headed households.% Moreover, under the adjustment 
programs, it has become increasingly more difficult for male 
heads to earn a "family wage." In this context, women's 
wages have become necessary to many households. For example, 
Jusidman's study on low-income families in Mexico City points 
to the growing importance of women's monetary contribution to 
household income of poor families. Between 1985 and 1988 
women's contribution to income increased from 10.3% to 20.2% 
among the lowest income formal sector families, and from 20% 
to 32.4% among the lowest income informal sector families 
(Jusidman, 1988, cited by Bonilla, 1990).
 ̂This information is based on the 1990 household surveys. In Latin 
America, the percentage of female headed households generally range from 
a quarter to a third of all households. The figure for Mexico's urban 
areas is in fact the second lowest, only after the figure of 16.7% for 
Bolivia. (ECLAC Study cited by Arriagada, 1994, p.106)
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Despite this trend, women's income continues to be lower 
than that of men. In 1990 women received only 68.2% of male 
wages. This income difference is wider between female and 
male heads of households, where women earn 65.9% of what men 
earn (ECLAC cited by Arriagada, 1994). According to the neo­
liberal school, this income disparity can be largely 
explained by the analysis of human capital formation. Rather 
than attributing wage differences between men and women 
directly to gender discrimination, this analysis points 
towards differences in their educational levels. The 
educational level of women is in fact statistically lower 
than that of men, and yet their assumption that raising the 
educational level of girls/women will go a long way to 
correct gender differences in wages is far too optimistic. 
Indeed, if this analysis is applied to the case of Mexico in 
1990, gender difference in the mean years of schooling, 0.2 
years (4.8 for male and 4.6 for female) translates into a 
female/male wage ratio of 68.2%.* it is difficult to accept 
that only 0.2 years of difference in schooling can result in 
such a disparity in wages.
The analysis of human capital formation further loses 
its reliability when wage differences are examined between 
women and men at the same educational level. In Mexico, 
women who have less than three years of education earn 63.8% 
of what men at the same educational level earn. Furthermore,
 ̂ The source of the information on the mean years of schooling is Human 
Development Report 1993 published by the United Nations Development 
Programmes. The figure for income differences comes from ECLAC, Social 
Development and Division of Statistics and Economic Projections.
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women who have 13 or more years of education earn 61.2% of 
what their male counterparts earn. Surprisingly, the gap 
between women's and men's wages widened at the higher level 
of education (ECLAC, cited by Arriagada, 1994). This clearly 
indicates that the analysis of human capital formation 
grossly exaggerates the role which education plays in the 
inequalities of pay.
To support this point, we can look at a recent study 
published by the World Bank. On the basis of information on 
15 Latin American countries (including Mexico) during the 
period of 1950-1985, it concludes that only 20% of the 
differences in income between men and women can be explained 
by differences in their human capital; the rest is due to 
factors of gender. When correcting this estimate to take 
into account the selection that women make themselves with 
regards to the labour market (their work option), a further 
20% can be explained.5 Still, 60% of the income disparity 
between women and men is left unexplained (Psacharopppoulos 
and Tzannatos, 1992).
This unexplained 60% can be then examined in terms of 
the segregation of the labour market along the line of 
gender. The rational given to this segregation is related to 
the types of skills and aptitude women are considered to
 ̂ This study, however, overlooks the broader implications of gender on 
"women's work options". In other words, women's options are strongly 
influenced by their exclusive reproductive responsibility at home, which 
is assigned by the ideology constructed around their gender. Similarly, 
the differences in human capital is also due to gender. The fact that 
women have lower education and training than men is not taken into 
account here.
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naturally have as well as to the value placed on "women's 
work" in the Mexican society. As noted earlier, a number of 
researchers have observed that in Mexico's informal sector 
women predominate in such occupations as domestic service 
(including laundry and cleaning services), and street 
vending, all of which can be seen as an extension of their 
"natural" reproductive work (Young, 1992, p.93). In assembly 
plants or maquiladoras where women workers dominate the 
production lines, their repetitious and monotonous work is 
considered particularly suitable to them because the work 
does not involve high level of skills and yet it requires 
nimble-fingeredness and agility which women "naturally" 
possess (Fernandez-Kelly, 1983; Elson and Pearson, 1981). 
This stereotyping of jobs is also applied to women home 
workers in the studies of subcontracting in Mexico City by 
Beneria and Roldan (1987) In Guadalajara, such traditional 
industries as textiles and garments have a higher percentage 
of female workers because the work involved is considered to 
be suitable to these workers. (Roberts, 1992) All of these 
stereotypically "female jobs" have unmistakable 
characteristics: they are considered non-technical and are 
labour intensive.
In addition to the stereotyping of jobs based on gender, 
the segregation of the labour market also results from the 
classification of female workers as largely temporary. It is 
explained that their reproductive aspects of life such as 
pregnancy and child rearing impinge upon their ability to
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work full-time for an extensive period of time (Chant, 1989, 
Elson and 'son, 1981). While it is still true that 
women's exclusive reproductive responsibility can affect 
their ability to work as consistently their male 
counterparts, it is untrue that women participate in the work 
force only temporarily in their life. An analysis of ECLAC 
shows that in 1990 in Mexico's urban areas, the participation 
rate of women of 15-24 years marks 36.4%, while the groups of 
25-34 years and of 35-44 years have a respective 
participation rate of 44.6% and 42.3%. This clearly 
indicates that women who enter the labour market do not 
withdraw from it when they have children, but remain 
economically active throughout the period of their greatest 
reproductive work. It is considered that this tendency has 
been due to the declined fertility rate, but it has been 
particularly marked under the adjustment programs (Arriagada, 
1994, p.96).
The characteristics of female workers I have discussed 
above are often not based on the social reality of these 
workers. The low wages, labour market segregation and 
subordinate labour status of Mexican women are artificially 
constructed as a result of the interplay of gender ideology 
and capitalism in Mexico. In this context, wage work does 
not bring about any improvements in terms of gender position 
in the society as liberal feminists have predicted. Instead, 
through wage work women have been incoporated into a very
103
precarious and subordinate labour position. The cheapness of 
women workers, which brings enormous benefits to capital, is 
maintained through utilizing a set of beliefs, values, 
traits, behavior and activities that differentiate men and 
women. Also, worsen workers are important because their 
flexible and temporary labour which grants the capitalist 
class tremendous control over labour.
In this context, it is not hard to understand why the 
demand for female labour has increased under the economic 
crisis and subsequent adjustment programs in Mexico. Cheap 
female labour has been more sought in the export 
manufacturing as the country fully opened up its economy to 
the global markets and started vigorously pursuing export-led 
development strategies. Moreover, the economic restructuring 
has been accompanied by a tremendous increase in foreign 
investment. This means the spread of maquiladoraa beyond the 
northern border zone. As the country's manufacturing sector 
has been maquiladoralized, its labour has been significantly 
feminized. At the same time, Mexico's traditional 
manufacturing capacity has declined and the male formal 
proletariat significantly decreased its jobs and bargaining 
power* In this context, however, the feminization of labour 
force does not mean that women have taken over male jobs 
which are relatively stable and highly paid, but it reflects 
the fact that "female jobs" which are semi-skilled, labour 
intensive and poorly paid have been created while male jobs
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have been destroyed® (Standing, 1989, p.1080). In the 
process of creating more female jobs, Mexico's restructuring 
has made the country's labour force more vulnerable and its 
labour conditions more precarious.
Nonetheless, the above feminization has not occurred to 
the extent that it can absorb all the female labour.
Although the demand for cheap and flexible women workers has 
steadily increased over the past decade, the increase in the 
supply of female labour has been greater. There are a 
numbers of factors involved in this imbalance of labour 
demand and supply. In addition to the mobilization of female 
labour as a result of household survival strategies, the 
general growth in economically active population, women's 
increased educational levels, and lower fertility rates are 
among the factors influencing supply. More importantly, 
however, many female non-manual workers were laid off as the 
public sector has significantly contracted under the 
adjustment programs (Roberts and Oliveira, 1994; Bonilla, 
1990). Between 1982 and 1985 unemployment dramatically 
increased— particularly among young females in Mexico. The 
rate of open unemployment for this group (ages 15-19) reached 
30% (ECLAC,1990 cited by Bonilla, 1990).
It is not clear why the unemployment rate was 
considerably higher among this age group, which is more 
highly educated than other age groups. In one respect, this
® This feminization has also as Mexico's economy has been tertialised 
over the last decades.
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indicates that higher education does not necessarily 
translate into better employment opportunities for women. It 
is possible, however, that because of their higher levels of 
education, some women from this group would not take up 
anything other than a formal, relatively well-paid job. In 
other words, they are less likely to be underemployed than 
unemployed.? On the other hands, older women are generally 
less educated and have more responsibility to ensure their 
family's survival and thus they are more likely to work in 
the informal sector. Nonetheless, even for women from less 
educated and older groups, working in the informal sector can 
certainly be a form of underemployment.
Mexico's unemployment rate decreased from 7.2% in 1980 
to 2.0% in 1990. This sharp drop is often attributed to 
economic improvements under the Salinas regime although 
comparative censuses and census definitions of unemployment 
may be involved (Corona 1991, cited by Pick and Butler).
Even unemployment actually declined as shown above; it was 
probably accompanied by a significant increase in 
underemployment. The statistical definition of 
underemployment varies in each census and it is usually based 
on the hours of work. For example. Pick and Butler define 
underemployment as that of a population working less than 16 
hours a week. A more conventional measure of underemployment 
is that of persons working full time but not making a living
? This is, however, only if they or their family can economically afford 
their unemployment. Many families in Mexico need their teenage, 
relatively educated children to be in the labour force.
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wage given some criterion of poverty level (Pick and Butler, 
1994, p.314). If this measure is applied, many Mexicans 
would be found underemployed today. According to Pick and 
Butler who utilized the 1990 Mexican census of population, 
the underemployment rate is higher for females (6.3%) than 
for males (3.2%) in Mexico— indicating that among the 
economically active population women work fewer hours than 
men (Pick and Butler, 1994, p.314).
Although statistically women spend less time engaging in 
economic activities, their total work hours are most likely 
longer than their male counterparts' because of their 
exclusive household responsibility. In examining the 
implications of the recent evolution of the informal sector 
for women, it is imperative to incorporate their non­
remunerated work. When a woman is engaged in both remunerated 
and non-remunerated jobs, the conditions of one are often 
reflected in those of the other. This is particularly the 
case with working class women who— given the situation 
prevailing in their neighborhoods and homes— must bear 
heavier domestic work loads and probably heavier work loads 
in the performance of their remunerated jobs than women from 
other social classes.
The recent growing participation of women in the labour 
force has taken place in the context of the gender ideology 
ir Mexico which has increasingly allowed women to work 
outside home in the name of acute economic necessity and yet
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has not redistributed household reproductive responsibility,® 
Indeed in this context working women in Mexico end up 
performing two full work shifts. Bonilla notes that the 
performance of household maintenance and other non­
remunerated work can total around 60 hours per week (Bonilla, 
1990, p.218). Remunerated work is thus performed on top of 
this heavy household work. Many studies accounting women 
engaging in remunerated work, note that their workday is far 
longer than eight hours since they also perform household 
chores before and after formal workdays. In addition, they 
use weekends as time to "catch up on the housekeeping" and to 
take care of other family members who are resting (Heilman, 
1994; Young, 1992; Beneria, 1992 Bonilla, 1990).
Under the adjustment programs, women's unremunerated 
housework has critically increased. Based on her study in 
which she interviewed the members of 55 households in Mexico 
City, Lourdes Beneria notes that Mexico's crisis and 
restructuring has resulted in an increase in the number and 
length of activities that make up domestic work such as 
shopping, cooking, repairing, and mending. For example, women 
have tended to purchase less refined but cheaper household 
goods which require further processing at home so t. at they
® Nevertheless, the notion that mother should stay at home particularly 
if children are small is still deeply embedded in most of Mexican 
families. This is further reinforced by the lack of day care 
facilities. Also, there is still rather prevalent opposition of the 
husband or male companion to the wife's paid work. Despite these, women 
still work and end up feeling guilty for not living up to gender 
specific norms, it would be interesting to look into the psychological 
effects the gender ideology have on women in this context, however, the 
present lack of information makes this aspect of study a future project. 
(Beneria, 1992; Beneria and Roldan 1987)
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can maintain the necessary level of household consumption 
without spending more (Beneria, 1992, p.95; Gonzales de la 
Rocha, 1991). Diane Elson also explains how various 
adjustment measures increase women's work. One of the 
examples provided in her study is that the increased 
efficiency of the country's hospital systems (which in many 
cases lowers the government expenditure for the provision of 
health care services) imposes an additional family care 
burden on the household by releasing patients earlier than 
before. Since the household responsibility is exclusively 
assigned to women, this type of economic measure unequally 
affects women (Elson, 1989; also see Bonilla, 1990; The 
Commonwealth Secretariat, 1989; UNICEF, 1987).
In this context, increased burden of household work has 
prompted women, particularly heavily burdened working poor 
women, to organize community groups to alleviate their 
situation collectively. Such efforts as communal kitchens 
have sprung up in many barrios in Mexico.® (Heilman, 1994, 
p.84-96; Bonilla, 1990). Women have also turned to outside 
help from their relatives or extended family networks 
(Beneria, 1992, p.95; Willis, 1993). Despite these types of 
help women's work load is still considerably heavy as the 
male family members have not increased their participation in 
household chores (Bonilla, 1990).
® Most of these community kitchens are based on organization 
established to resolve community problems related to public 
transportation services, housing construction and neighborhood 
improvement. Some of their activities are quite political. In Mexico 
City, many of women's community organizations were established after the 
1985 earthquake. (Heilman, 1994; Gonzalez de la Rocha and Escobar, 1991)
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Given their domestic work which has considerablly 
increased under the adjustment programs the implications of 
the recent informal sector phenomenon for women in Mexico are 
indeed much more compounded. The totality of women's work 
is, however, particularly difficult to ascertain from most of 
the statistical data. As Arriagada notes, in order to make a 
thorough evaluation of women workers in the informal sector 
it is necessary to make a detailed analysis which includes 
such information as the number of hours worked (both 
remunerated and unremunerated), the income received, and the 
past labour background (Arriagada, 1994, p.106). Household 
surveys as presently conducted are not able to collect these 
types of information. This chapter in this sense has been 
constrained by this statistical problems, and my analysis is 
thus far from comprehensive. Nonetheless the chapter can be 
concluded as follows:
The growth and changes of the informal sector in Mexico 
have been accompanied by the féminisation of its labour. This 
labour trend is, however, not limited to the informal sector 
but is also certainly noticeable in the formal sector. The 
economic crisis and adjustment programs have accelerated the 
feminization of the labour force as they have caused 
households to mobilize their female labour as part of their 
survival strategies. At the same time, they have also 
prompted capital to more intensively seek cheap and flexible 
female labour. Given the interplay of gender and class, this
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feminization is nothing but a further increase in 
precariousness which has already been the main characteristic 
of informal and part of formal employment. This is because 
the feminization of the labour force does not mean women are 
taking over male jobs which are traditionally secure and 
relatively well-paid— rather it means that more precarious 
jobs or stereotyped female jobs are being created. This 
points towards the further exacerbation of labour 
exploitation and gender subordination for women workers. 
However, when their remunerated work is combined with their 
unremunerated work which has increased under the adjustment, 
the gender and class implications of the informal sector 




This thesis has demonstrated that in the recent 
evolution of Mexico's informal sector, Structural Adjustment 
has played a crucial role. Since 1983, the country's 
economic development strategy has changed from import 
substitution to export promotion. More importantly, however, 
it has shifted drastically from state intervention to a free 
market approach which entails the liberalization of trade and 
treatment of foreign investment, deregulation, and the 
privatization of state enterprises. This transformation has, 
as I discussed in Chapter Three, affected Mexico's industries 
so negatively that the country has lost a significant part of 
its traditional industrial capacity. In other words, it has 
resulted in the shrinkage of Mexico's manufacturing and 
public sectors entailing massive layoffs. It has also 
brought down the standards of living for the majority of 
Mexicans through the massive contraction of real wages, price
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increases and the cutback of public services and subsidies.
It is in this context that this thesis examined the recent 
growth and changes of Mexico's informal sector from the 
theoretical framework of gender and class— the framework 
based on the theory of Socialist Feminism as outlined in 
Chapter Two. Following is the summary of my discussion and 
conclusion.
First, as I discussed in Chapter Four, most of the 
changes occurred in the structure of economic activities in 
the informal sector have been the direct result of the 
restructuring in the formal sector and Mexico's overall 
economy. This indeed supports the view which I discussed in 
Chapter Two that the formal sector and informal sector are 
significantly connected, and that the relationship between 
the two can be described as a hierarchical interdependence 
with much of the informal sector in a subordinate position.
In Chapter Four, I examined the recent exponential 
growth of the informal sector and demonstrated that it 
involves two causal factors related to the adjustment 
programs: the downward movement of workers from the formal 
sector to the informal sector; and the mobilization by 
households of a potential or reserve supply of labour in the 
context of survival strategies* The gender dimension of these 
factors is particularly revealing. The downward mobilization 
of formal workers has been observed largely among male 
Mexicans. Under structural adjustment, the male formal
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proletarians have significantly lost their share of 
employment in Mexico's labour force. The second causal factor 
has translated into a large increase of female labour in the 
informal sector. In other words, the informal 
proletarianization of women has been accelerated in the 
context of Mexico's economic crisis and structural 
Adjustment.
Chapter Four also pointed out that the growth of the 
informal sector has been accompanied by the increasing 
disparity and heterogeneity of informal workers. The economic 
polarization observed in this sector is indeed a reflection 
of the overall national trend: Mexico's restructuring has 
benefited a handful of people who are well-connected to the 
export sector and international capital while depressing the 
wages, consumption levels and standards of living of the 
majority of its population. Therefore, Mexico's informal 
sector should not be simply equated with poverty. This 
suggests that more studies are necessary in the future to 
further examine the economic disparity and heterogeneity of 
workers. In this context, such analytical factors as gender 
and class will be well utilized.
Chapter Five specifically examined the feminization of 
Mexico's informal and formal sector and argued that this 
feminization is related to the growing trend towards 
precariousness in the conditions and forms of employment. Due 
to the interplay of gender ideology and Mexico's capitalism, 
the cheapness and flexibility of female labour has been
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created and maintained. Under Structural Adjustment, there 
iias been an increase in female employment and a relative 
decrease in formal male employment. This by no means 
indicates that women are taking over traditional male jobs; 
it rather means that male jobs are being replaced by female 
jobs which are more precarious in terms of pay and security.
Indeed, the feminization of the labour force has played 
a crucial role in Mexico's Structural Adjustment. The 
restructuring of the country's economy has been facilitated 
by informalizing workers, the benefits of which have accrued 
to the capitalist class. In the formal sector, this 
informalization translates into an increase in young female 
workers as it has been observed, particularly in the export 
and service sector. On the other hand, the informal 
proletarianization of older women in the informal sector not 
only has helped facilitate the above restructuring process 
but has virtually made it possible for Mexican households to 
survive the detrimental effects of Structural Adjustment.
Finally, in examining the gender and class implications 
of the above informal sector phenomena, I emphasized the more 
holistic examination of women's work. In other words, the 
increase of women's remunerated activities in the informal 
sector must be examined in the context of their increased 
unremunerated domestic work under the adjustment programs. 
Upon evaluating both women's remunerated and unremunerated 
work from the statistical data and case studies available for 
this thesis, it is concluded that the growth and changes in
115
the informal sector under Mexico's adjustment programs have 
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